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Abstract
Over the past decade, the number of individuals being diagnosed with Autism
Spectrum Disorder has risen substantially. One byproduct of increased diagnosis is that more and
more students with Autism Spectrum Disorder are applying and being accepted to colleges and
universities (Graetz & Spampinato, 2008; Jones, 2012; Smith, 2007; Taylor, 2005; Zager,
Alpern, McKeon, Maxam, & Mulvey, 2013; Longtin, 2013; Adreon & Durocher, 2007; Zager &
Alpern, 2010). Research in the field of Autism and Higher Education is in its infancy, with a
dearth of the research focusing on the challenges and struggles that degree-seeking students with
ASD face within higher education. In an attempt to combat these challenges, many colleges and
universities across the nation have begun to create post-secondary transition programs, but little
is known from the perspective of the students participating in these programs (Adreon &
Durocher, 2012). In this following study, Q Methodology was used to obtain information from
30 degree-seeking college students with Autism Spectrum Disorder on their best experiences
within a higher education transition program.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
This study examined the perceptions of degree-seeking students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder on their experiences in a higher education transition program. A continuing
trend of improvement in ability to recognize higher functioning individuals, early diagnosis, and
therapeutic interventions throughout childhood and adolescence has opened the doors for
individuals on the higher end of the Autism Spectrum to attend college and the numbers will
continue to grow in the years to follow (Graetz & Spampinato, 2008; Jones, 2012; Smith, 2007;
Taylor, 2005; Zager, Alpern, McKeon, Maxam, & Mulvey, 2013; Longtin, 2013; Adreon &
Durocher, 2007; Zager & Alpern, 2010).
Before 1990, over two-dozen cases were heard by the Supreme Court regarding
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) issues (Rothstein, 2014). The Rehabilitation Act of 1973
addressed many of the issues regarding employment and equal opportunity for individuals with
disabilities, but did not make a social impact until the Americans with Disabilities Act, passed in
1990. Since the passing of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990, the number of
students with disabilities entering post-secondary education has doubled between the years of
1987 and 2003 (Roessler, Hennessey, and Rumrill, 2007).
In 2008, The Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA) made postsecondary education
more accessible and affordable for individuals with disabilities, and established some cuttingedge programs and national coordinating centers (Madaus, Kowitt, & Lalor, 2012). With
additional funding and new programming, HEOA has also had great effect on the numbers of
individuals with disabilities being accepted into higher education. The Office for Postsecondary
Education (OPE) also affords grant assistance to higher education institutions in serving students
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with disabilities, ensuring that there is greater representation of this population within postsecondary education (Rothstein, 2014).
According to the ADA (2008), a person with a disability as a person who has a physical or
mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activity. This includes people
who have a record of such an impairment, even if they do not currently have a disability. Lusk
and Cook (2009) also subscribe to the medical definition when they define disability as “an
impairment in a person's ability to function, caused by changes in various subsystems of the
body, or to mental health. The degree of disability may range from mild to moderate, severe, or
profound.”
Even though individuals with disabilities represent the largest minority group in the
United States (Minarki & Lintner, 2013), a 2009 study examining the perceptions of disabilities
by Briel and Getzel revealed that many able-bodied individuals assume that the word “disability”
refers to only a physical impairment. Within the realm of higher education, physical disabilities
only make up a small fraction of students registered with Post-Secondary Disability Resource
Centers (DRC’s). In fact, students with disabilities can be served under 13 different disability
categories (Turnbull et al., 2013) including “invisible disabilities,” which is a term to describe
disabilities that affect daily functioning and whose symptoms can be seen outwardly but do not
have a physical manifestation and the cause cannot be seen (Mullins & Preyde, 2013).
Currently, most Disability Resource Center’s foci on testing accommodations such as
extra time for exams (Adreon & Durocher, 2007; Prince-Hughes, 2002; Williams & Palmer,
2004), exam completion in a quiet environment (Adreon & Durocher, 2007; Prince-Hughes,
2002; Williams & Palmer, 2004), note takers (Adreon & Durocher, 2007; Rosenwald &
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Hultgren, 2003; Moreno, 2005) and other varying academic strategies to increase the chance of
collegiate success in students with varying disabilities (Bolt & Thurlow, 2004 & Byrnes, 2008).
Presently, thousands of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) are applying and
enrolling in colleges and universities (Adreon & Derocher, 2007; Briel & Getzel, 2009; Hansen,
2014). Many individuals with ASD are characterized by impairments in cognitive processing,
social functioning, and communication with others (Hill, 2004; Montgomery, Stoesz, &
McCrimmon, 2012; Fletcher-Watson, Leekam, & Findlay, 2013; Rubinstein, Pierson,
Wilczynski, & Connolly, 2013). Even though individuals with ASD are being accepted to
college on their academic merits, these students may face many hurdles within the university
atmosphere that continue to hinder their collegiate success. College administrators need to be
mindful of these hurdles in order to be able to appropriately support students during their postsecondary journey. Rigorous research on how students with ASD navigate college life is needed
for the development of adequate support (Hees, Moyson, & Roeyers, 2014; Hansen, 2014;
Rubinstein, Pierson, Wilczynski, & Connolly, 2013).
Camarena & Sarigiani (2009) noted that a majority of research and programmatic efforts
to meet the needs of high functioning students with autism have focused on school-aged
children. Recently, researchers have attempted to pinpoint what services are needed by college
students with ASD to aid in the creation of services on a post-secondary level. Adreon &
Durocher (2012) point out that as the word “spectrum” implies, there are many varying “faces”
of Autism Spectrum Disorder ranging from very mild to very severe symptomology, which can
present some challenges to universities attempting to develop post-secondary support programs.
The information and data from the few universities across the United States that are running
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successful programs that focus on these identified needs, is hard to obtain as “research has not
yet advanced to the point at which it can guide practitioners” (Rubinstein, Pierson, Wilczynski,
& Connolly, 2013).
At this time, there are few services available on university campuses to address the needs
of incoming students with ASD even though research studying intervention services for
individuals higher on the Autism spectrum continues to grow. Longtin (2014) notes that students
with disabilities in the realm of higher education are usually on their own when it comes to
obtaining and advocating for services. Typically, the services supplied at post-secondary
Disability Resource Center’s assist with the academic needs of these students and are compliant
with ADA guidelines, but other needs are often of greater importance and can be the direct cause
of academic struggles (Ardeon & Durocher, 2012). The results of a descriptive and comparative
study conducted by Cederlund, Hagberg, & Gillberg in 2010 indicated that, emotional/adaptive
issues were more severe than cognitive/social problems in early adult life, neither of which are
needs addressed by typical accommodations.
Traditionally, students with ASD who were accepted into colleges or universities were
not provided with any additional services for success other than the services available to any
other student who had a disability. This has led to lower graduation rates, university disciplinary
issues, and lower rates of employability after graduation (Sanford et al. 2011; Shattuck et al.
2012; Taylor and Seltzer 2011). MacLeod & Green (2009) provided strong evidence that these
issues must be tackled when the student enters post-secondary education and even before leaving
high school. The authors revealed that because of the nature of Asperger’s Syndrome, once a
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student enters the zone of “struggling,” the damage may already be too great to see a major
turnaround.
Many researchers, (Lawrence, Alleckson, & Bjorkland, 2010; Zager & Alphern, 2010;
Hammond, 2015; Ciccantelli, 2014; Ardreon & Durocher, 2007; Wenzel & Rowley, 2010; Lee
& Carter, 2012; Briel, & Getzel, 2009; VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008) have attempted to
analyze the needs of students with ASD in order to provide a template for future transition
programs at the university level. MacLeod & Green (2009) also suggest that “by developing
strategies that remediate or support the conceptual learning of individuals with HFA/AS as needs
change during adolescences, the quality of life outcomes may be improved by successful
performance in school that may lead to successful post-secondary education and meaningful
employment.” As the numbers of individuals with ASD entering colleges and universities grow
each year, more knowledge is needed as to the specific experiences, successes, and areas of
struggle for these students. A major finding of a literature review by Wehman, Schall, Carr,
Targett, West, & Cifu (2014) indicated:
“Youth with ASD have significant untapped potential that has been
underappreciated. We see the potential for students with ASD to be
successful members of their communities, colleges, and workplaces, but
there needs to be a greater understanding of the best way to unlock these
skills by educators, parents, and other professionals” (p. 35)
Orr & Goodman (2010) note that the voices of college students with varying disabilities
are largely missing from research and literature and students with ASD are no exception. Gelbar
et al. (2014) found only 20 studies that either focus only on students with Asperger’s syndrome
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who are studying at a single university, and usually consisted of a low sample size, using case
study methodology. Because of the complexities of ASD, Gelbar et al. (2014) suggested a more
detailed investigation into other aspects of college and university life for individuals with ASD
would be beneficial. This study attempts to gain insight into the perceptions of higher education
from degree-seeking students with ASD using information from the student’s themselves and
grounded in Appreciative Inquiry as the primary theoretical framework to explore these
perceptions.
Problem Statement
Legislation such as the American’s with Disability Act of 1990, Section 504 of
the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and Higher Education Act of 2008, have created an environment
of equal access within colleges and universities. The prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorder is
1 in every 45 births, which is an increase of 119% since the year 2000 (CDC, 2014). With ASD
being the fastest growing among developmental disabilities, higher education leaders and
administrators continue to struggle to identify and meet the needs of this continuously growing
population of students. Much of today’s research has typically described the abilities of
individuals within the broader category of ASD, with a large focus concentrated on those on the
lower end of the Autism Spectrum (Montgomery, Stoesz, and McCrimmon, 2012). While this
information is crucial to the development of these transition programs, information and feedback
is needed from the student’s themselves.
Many factors have been identified as being needs of college students with ASD, but
further information is needed from the students in order to provide services at the highest levels
and create the greatest impacts. Further, the Center for Disease Control notes that there is a 79%
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unemployment rate for individuals with Autism (2014). In their book, “Asperger’s on the Job,”
Simone and Grandin (2012) note that nearly 85% of individuals with Asperger’s Syndrome
specifically with average, or above average IQ are unemployed or underemployed. These
statistics present major challenges for colleges and universities attempting to obtain state and
federal funding that is often dependent on graduation rates, timely graduation completion, and
employment numbers, post-graduation.
Additionally, these data also paint an accurate portrayal of the injustice being done to this
marginalized population of individuals, in this case, college students with ASD. Allies for
Inclusion (2013) identified that the richness of voice and inquiry into disability and identities
would serve valuable in the larger understanding of the experiences of people with disabilities.
This study aims to put the power back into the hands of this marginalized group in order to
provide detailed insight into their experiences within the realm of higher education. Student’s
perceptions could provide college and university leaders across the nation with necessary
information to develop and enhance their post-secondary services, and would provide both the
students and their colleges’ mutually beneficial information.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study was to explore and examine the perceptions of degree-seeking
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder on their experiences in a post-secondary transition
program.
Research Question
The research question was populated from the above purpose statement: “What are the
perceptions of degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder on their experiences in a
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higher education transition program?” The research question was exploratory in nature and
suggests that students experience a determinate range of experiences. Q methodology was
utilized because of its subjectivity, exploratory nature, and specifically, because of its ability to
aid in exploration of the limited range of individual experiences of students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder in post-secondary education.
Overview of Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework that shaped this study was Appreciative Inquiry. Appreciative
Inquiry (AI) was originally designed to aid organizations in increasing their profitability and
organizational structures (Michael, 2005), but has expanded to include a plethora of applications,
including Appreciative Leadership, Education, Advising, and Introspection. Appreciative Inquiry
places the focus on strengths and equality, replacing tradition models with a focus on problem
solving, deficits, and weakness (Fifolt & Lander, 2013). Appreciative Inquiry consists of a 4Dimension Model (Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny) all aimed at empowering individuals
to move towards opportunities (Watkins, Mohr, and Kelly, 2011). The four dimensions, coupled
with six additional principles, which will be discussed at length in Chapter Two, create a
platform to give all participants an equal voice (Fifolt & Lander, 2013).
Fifield (2014) noted that truly effective leaders in the realm of higher education, must not
only encourage change, but also constantly envision the future and new ways of engaging
students. Appreciative Inquiry was chosen to highlight the strengths of degree-seeking students
with Autism Spectrum Disorder, as well as give leaders within the realm of higher education a
different lens through which to see these talented students. In this research study, it will be the
students themselves who will identify their own strengths, postulate change, and determine what
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possibilities are attainable, truly placing the voice of the participant at the forefront of the
research.
Overview of Methodology
The participants in the study included individuals with a diagnosis of Asperger’s
Syndrome, High Functioning Autism, and/or Autism Spectrum Disorder between the ages of 18
to 30 years of age. Participants were male or female and enrolled in a post-secondary transition
program at a university in Northeast Florida.
Q Methodology guided the study and involved a multi-step process. Q Methodology was
chosen because “a participant in a Q study is invited to impose their own personal meanings or
psychological significance onto the items in the Q set, which are ultimately rendered
homogeneous in relation to each individual sorter” (Watts & Stenner, 2012). This research
sought to allow each participant to leave a recognizable impression, captured in the form of a Q
sort (p. 65). This methodology matched well to the population of individuals it sought to capture
in that it did not define or anticipant what results the study could yield, but instead, relied on the
participants to create a unique perspective.
The first step involved a Concourse Question guide so that the concourse questions can
be developed. Then, participants sorted a series of phrases developed from the concourse
questions. These phrases belonged to a single research question and participants sorted the
concourse by using a FlashQ, a computer program. The final step in the study involved the
participants answering follow up questions to the Q-Sort so that the researcher could better
understand the perceptions of participants.
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Significance of the Research
Policy. Removing barriers and facilitating the participation of postsecondary students
with disabilities is the focus of increasing legislative and research interest (Lazarus, Thurlow,
Lail, & Christensen, 2009). However, current policy within higher education merely mandates
that post-secondary students be given accommodations tied to their academic success. This study
sought to expose policy makers to the need for transition programs in institutions of higher
education for individuals with ASD. One in 5 individuals are protected under ADA with a
diagnosed disability (Rothstein, 2014) and this study also sought to encourage policymakers and
higher education leaders to revisit the definition of “reasonable accommodations” to stretch
beyond the academic accommodations currently being offered in Higher Education.
Practice. Thomas & Hanson (2014) suggested that student engagement and belonging is
developed through a combination of academic, social and service initiatives. This study adds
knowledge to institutions who already serve individuals with ASD to improve or develop new
programs of service that could increase feelings of student engagement and belonging in this
population. Post-secondary collegiate success encourages social acuity and for individuals with
ASD to reach this success, new ways of providing service must be attempted by higher education
leadership.
Schreuer & Sachs (2013) conducted a study regarding accommodations in post-secondary
education and found that positive social attitudes toward students with disabilities and
institutional commitment to their inclusion in higher education are still lacking. Increased
support from professors, peers, and services within higher education can assist institutions in
increasing retention and degree completion of students with ASD. Compared to other disability
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categories, students with ASD have decreased graduation and employment rates (Sanford et al.
2011; Shattuck et al. 2012; Taylor and Seltzer 2011). With many higher education institutions
making the switch to performance based funding, graduation rates and program completion
continue to increase to importance. This study attempted to increase positive attitudes towards
college students on the spectrum by bolstering support, catering to the needs of institutions, and
providing much needed information to leaders in higher education.
This study also contributes knowledge to Transition Specialists in K-12 education who
are responsible for preparing high school students with ASD for post-secondary education. Postsecondary education is a primary post-high school goal for more than four out of five secondary
school students with disabilities who have transition plans (Cameto, Levine, & Wagner 2004).
Transition Specialists and School Administrators within public and private secondary schools
across the nation must start transition planning with students with special needs by the age of 16,
and in some states, age 14. With the knowledge from this study, these individuals will have a
greater understanding of what requisites have been identified by college students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder so that transition planning can be accurately determined, leading to greater
future success.
Theory. This study adds to existing literature and knowledge regarding degree-seeking
students with ASD and their experiences in higher education. The medical model of disability
presents a perspective of pathology where disability is a disease or weakness within an individual
(Reynolds, 2012). This study challenged that model and its longstanding influence on individuals
with disabilities. As the numbers of individuals with disabilities continue to increase, it is
important to utilize new theoretical approaches in order to view “disabilities” from an assets
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approach, rather than a deficit perspective. This study adds to knowledge in existing literature by
promoting an asset based definition of disability combined with the voice of a marginalized
population, as well as, expansion of the literature in the realm of Appreciative Inquiry.
This study also contributes to the literature on practices for higher education leaders.
Eckes & Ochoa (2005) remarked that while higher education instructors and leaders are aware of
the various laws regarding disabilities, their knowledge of accommodations, varied teaching
methods, and social needs of students with disabilities rank far below K-12 staff due to the level
of training available at the K-12 level. This study will seek to provide much needed tutelage for
higher education instructors and leaders to become more affluent with the needs of this evergrowing population of students.
Delimitations/Scope of the Study
The research design included only participants who met the following criteria:
•

Time of the Study: February 2017 to March 2017

•

Currently enrolled in a post-secondary institution in Northeast Florida or recently
graduated within the last 12 months

•

Currently a participant in a College Transition Program at the post-secondary institution
in Northeast Florida

•

Registered with the Disability Resource Center at the post-secondary institution in
Northeast Florida

•

A current diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder, Asperger’s Syndrome, or High
Functioning Autism
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Participants were between the ages of 18 and 30 and categorized as current undergraduate
college students at a four-year institution or recently graduated within 12 months of the study.
Individuals who participated in the Transition Program but had dropped out or were considered
“Inactive” by the transition program for more than 12 months were not included in the study.
Limitations
One limitation of this study is that the study was only be performed at one university
within the Northeast region of Florida. This study also had limitations in diverse sampling.
Autism Spectrum Disorder is four times more likely to occur in males than in females, therefore
it was expected that participants would contain a majority of self-identified males. New research
also suggests that females are diagnosed much later than their male counterparts and are often
misdiagnosed (Lipkin, 2015).
Definitions of Terms
1. Disability: The definition of disability used in this study is presented from Critical
Realism Theory as defined by Williams (1999) as: Disability… is an emergent property,
located, temporally speaking, in terms of the interplay between the biological reality of
physiological impairment, structural conditioning (i.e. enablements/constraints), and
socio-cultural interaction/elaboration. A critical realist approach, it is suggested, enables
us to: (i) bring the biological body, impaired or otherwise, ‘back in,’; (ii) relate the
individual to society in a challenging, non-conflationary, or non ‘uni-directional’ way;
and (iii) rethink questions of identity, difference and the ethics of care through a
commitment to real bodies and real selves, real lives and real worlds (Williams, 1999).
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This definition was chosen because it grants merit to the medical and social definitions of
disability.
2. Autism Spectrum Disorder/Asperger’s Syndrome: Asperger syndrome (AS), is an Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) that is characterized by significant difficulties in social
interaction, alongside restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior and interests. It differs
from other autism spectrum disorders by its relative preservation of linguistic and
cognitive development. Although not required for diagnosis, physical clumsiness and
atypical (peculiar, odd) use of language are frequently reported (Zager & Alpern, 2010).
This diagnosis is congruent with the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Illness
TR-IV. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Illness released its 5th Edition in
late 2014. In the new edition, Asperger’s Syndrome is now considered to be under the
“umbrella” of Autism Spectrum Disorder.
For the purpose of this study, Autism Spectrum Disorder will be used as the
primary term. The release of the DSM V now groups Asperger’s Syndrome, Pervasive
Developmental Disorder NOS, and High Functioning Autism under the umbrella of
Autism Spectrum Disorder. Autism Spectrum Disorder will only apply to individuals
with average or above average IQ and are located on the higher end of the Autism
Spectrum. Students in this study were able to apply and be accepted into a post-secondary
institution on their own academic merits.
3. Degree-Seeking vs Non-Degree Seeking: For the purpose of this study, only individuals
seeking a 4-year degree (Bachelor of Arts, Science, or Business) at a post-secondary
institution are considered as “Degree-Seeking.” While there is a great deal of research on
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those lower on the Autism Spectrum and other post-secondary options, such as Technical
Careers, Direct High School to Work Programs, or Certification programs, these students
will be classified as “Non-Degree Seeking.”
4. Accommodations: For the purpose of this study, Accommodation refers to the academic
supports given to a student within the realm of Higher Education that are in compliance
with ADA standards. Accommodations provide the changes in instruction and assessment
that may be necessary for students with disabilities. Accommodations help students
participate and make progress in the general curriculum. Accommodations are changes
that are made in how the student accesses information and demonstrates performance.
(Rule 6A-6.03411(1)(a), F.A.C.) (Florida Department of Education, 2010).
5. Perceptions: Perceptions are defined as a way of regarding, understanding, or
interpreting something; a mental impression (Merriam-Webster, 2015). Individuals with
Autism are noted as having difficulty with social perceptions as well as perception of
facial/emotional recognition. This study acknowledges that as a condition of their
diagnosis, perceptions of individuals with Autism may differ from individuals who are
not diagnosed with Autism. The definition of perception for this study recognizes these
differences and will integrate them into the definition.
Organization of the Study
This study is organized into 5 chapters. Chapter One is an overview of all material
covered in each chapter. Chapter Two includes a thorough review of the literature in Disability
Rights, Accommodations and Legislature in Higher Education, Autism Spectrum Disorder, and
Appreciative Inquiry. Chapter Three includes the Methodology, Research Question, Overview
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and Epistemology of Q Methodology, and the appropriateness of utilizing this particular research
approach. Chapter Four includes data analysis and results of the study. Chapter Five includes the
summary, conclusions, implications and suggestions for future research based on the results of
this study as well as the limitation/delimitations.
Chapter Summary
The numbers of individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder applying and being accepted
into post-secondary institutions continues to grow each year. Because of legislation such as
IDEA, ADA, and HEOA, more and more students with disabilities are accepted into these postsecondary institutions. Accommodations outlined by the ADA dictate the amount and breadth of
support that are given to these students. Usually this support is only given in the form of
academic accommodations, such as longer time to take exams or use of assistive technology.
Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder may need additional accommodations in order to
ensure their success at the collegiate level. In order to provide appropriate support, this study will
gain insight from degree-seeking students on their personal experiences within Higher
Education.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
The purpose of this study was to identify the experiences of degree-seeking students with
Autism Spectrum Disorder on their experiences in higher education. Chapter Two begins with
the evolution of disability access in the United States in higher education, including a summary
of relevant legislature. Next, having provided a background on the history of disability access
and legislative changes, the current needs if individuals with ASD involved in higher education
will be described in the following review of related literature.
The third section of the literature review will cover the theoretical framework of the
study. Appreciative Inquiry, its origins, and history will be described in detail and utilized to
examine issues in Autism, Higher Education, and Post-Secondary Transition services.
Perceptions from students on the Autism Spectrum may provide colleges and universities across
the nation with necessary information to develop and enhance their post-secondary services,
providing both the students and their colleges’ beneficial information.
Access to Higher Education
The 1960’s and 1970’s gave way to a series of anti-discrimination and higher education
legislature that granted rights and access to individuals who before this time, were not granted
such liberties. Fueled by America’s cries for change, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed
during the administration of Lyndon B. Johnson, and his legislation banned discrimination on the
basis of race, color, religion, sex, or national origin (Turnbull et al., 2013). Even though this
piece of legislation did not directly affect individuals with disabilities, it acted as a catalyst for
future anti-discrimination legislature (Allies for Inclusion, 2013). Furthering his presidential
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legacy, Lyndon B. Johnson’s “War on Poverty” skyrocketed federal involvement in higher
education in an attempt to strengthen the nation’s educational success (Loss, 2012).
Following the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the original Higher Education Opportunity Act
(1965) was signed resulting in the creation of student financial aid, federal research dollars, and
enhanced educational opportunity (Madaus, Kowitt, & Lalor, 2012). Another movement
occurred in 1972, when federal courts ordered the commonwealth of Pennsylvania and
Washington DC to:
1) Provide a free appropriate public education to all students with disabilities
2) Educate students with disabilities in the same schools with the same programs
3) Procedural safeguards for parents so that schools who did not live up to the courts orders
could be challenged (Mills v. Washington, 1972; Penn Association for Retarded Children
(PARC) v. Commonwealth of PA, 1971, 1972; Turnbull et al., 2007)
While this initial ruling pertained mostly to individuals within the K-12 public school systems, it
marked the beginning of additional legislature that would directly relate to those with disabilities
in higher education (Turnbull et al., 2013).
Thomas (2000) noted that until 1973, the only piece of legislature that protected
individuals with disabilities was the fourteen amendment because it required states to grant equal
protection of persons and granted due process of the law. The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and
more specifically, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act protects qualified individuals from
discrimination due to their disabilities and was aimed at private and public institutions that
received federal funding (p. 248). Under section 504, institutions must (a) afford the same
opportunities to students with disabilities as are offered to any other student and (b) provide an
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overseeing entity to ensure that the law is being followed and/or (c) provide an office to ensure
students receive accommodations (Mole, 2010). The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and Section 504
are most famously known as the first steps towards Civil Rights for individuals with disabilities
(Allies for Inclusion, 2010).
The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 received very little publicity (yielding very little
awareness of its existence) and was criticized for its unclear statute verbiage (Rothstein, 2014).
People with disabilities still faced insurmountable barriers. Their applications were often rejected
due to disability status, and they were excluded from attending post-secondary education (Leake
& Stodden, 2012). Section 504 and The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 underwent several regulation
changes and in the years to follow and strong disability activism led to the decision that the
legislature was incomplete (Rothstein, 2014). Individuals with disabilities continued to receive
some access, while a majority of the protections offered were rarely followed.
The next large piece of legislature was introduced in 1990 and is known as the Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) which “increased institutional and public awareness of disability
related issues” (Allies for Inclusion, 2010) to which the first three out of five titles directly relate
to higher education:
Title I: Designed to remove barriers and equal consideration in the realm of employment
opportunities (Allies for Inclusion, 2010).
Title II: Addresses the right to access of public services such as public transportation and
protection offered to individuals with disabilities who wish to attend institutions of higher
education (Rothstein, 2014).

30
Title III: Introduced access to privately funded establishments such as restaurants,
hotels, (Allies for Inclusion, 2010) and government justice programs (Rothstein, 2014).
The Americans with Disabilities Act was an expansion of the earlier legislature; therefore
institutions of higher education were mandated to follow the provisions set in both pieces of
legislature (p. 21). This created a framework for higher education administrators to provide the
necessary access for individuals with disabilities to begin to truly participate in post-secondary
institutions, although it is noted that social inequities for people with disabilities remain
problematic (Allies for Inclusion, 2014).
Even though ADA of 1990 was meant to increase access, some experts believed the
legislation was too broadly written, which led to organizations challenging the notion of what
constituted as a “disability” (Rothstein, 2014). Both the Americans with Disabilities Act and the
Higher Education Opportunity Act were revisited again in 2008 and amendments were added
that expanded and refined the definition of “disability,” (p. 534) addressed affordability of higher
education, enhanced the services and funding for students with disabilities, and broadened the
definition of “post-secondary” options (Madaus, Kowitt, & Lalor, 2012). Even with legislation
continually facing updates and revisions, prejudice against people with disabilities may still limit
opportunities for students to show that, although they have a disability, they are nonetheless still
able (Turnbull, Turnbull, Wehmeyer, & Shogren, 2013).
Accommodations in Higher Education
As a result of legislation and the inclusion movement, increased numbers of students
with disabilities are participating in educational programs on college campuses, among their
peers (Zager & Alpern, 2010). According to Madaus, over 89% of Disability Service centers
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within post-secondary institutions were created after the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (2000).
Disability Resource Centers are responsible for assisting students with disabilities access various
accommodations and strategies to increase the likelihood of success during their post-secondary
experience. The increase of students with varying disabilities and the creation of Disability
Resource Center’s on college campuses has enhanced awareness of disability issues. Even
though there is more awareness and assistance for individuals with disabilities than ever before,
Mole (2013) acknowledges that accommodations and services are usually still being put in place
retrospectively by necessity or obligation to comply with the law.
Accommodations are changes that are made in how a student accesses information,
demonstrates performance (Rule 6A-6.03411(1)(a), F.A.C.) (Florida Department of Education,
2010), and provides the changes in instruction and assessment that may be necessary for students
with disabilities to participate and make progress in the general curriculum. Elementary through
high school, students with disabilities are given an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) that
documents the various accommodations that are needed in the classroom and school environment
to cater to that particular students learning style and disability. Over two million students
receiving special education services (K-12) across the country have IEP meetings to develop and
tailor their curriculum and instruction (Barnard-Brak & Fearon, 2012). While accommodations
are immediate and protected by federal law when an individual with disabilities attends K-12
education, the process of obtaining these modifications is quite different in higher education
(Lazarus, Thurlow, Lail, & Christensen, 2009).
One major difference between accommodations in K-12 education as opposed to postsecondary education is the manner in which students obtain those accommodations. Upon
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entering post-secondary education, many students with disabilities fail to realize that their IEP
and past accommodations do not automatically transition over from high school to college
(Schreuer & Sachs, 2004). Ardeon & Durocher (2012) note that although accommodations are
available at the post-secondary level, it is the student that must initiate the contact with both the
Disability Resource Center office and then again with each professor to identify what
accommodations are needed for success. This process inadvertently forces students into an
uncomfortable situation in which they must transition from government-mandated assistance to
self-advocacy, all while trying to navigate a new and intimidating environment (Hammond,
2015). As a result, post-secondary students with disabilities still “struggle to access, understand,
and interpret the services available to them” (p. 49).
In order to receive accommodations in post-secondary institutions, students with
disabilities must identify their disability with the Disability Resource Center upon admission.
Once a student has contacted the Disability Resource Center, the student must submit paperwork
as evidence that the student has a well-documented disability. This information usually is
presented in a form of an evaluation completed by a licensed psychiatrist/psychologist or
submission of the former IEP document utilized during K-12 education (Turnbull et al., 2013).
Schreuer and Sachs (2013) noted that this is where some students become reluctant to use the
services provided in higher education, either due to the lack of knowledge that the services are
available or their need to develop a sense of independence.
Unlike what was experienced in K-12 education, once a student has submitted the
necessary documentation of disability, the student must self-identify the tools needed to achieve
success and request these specific accommodations at the beginning of each semester. One major
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issue with this approach is that students with disabilities have to identify accommodations to
assist in an environment in which they have little experience, making it a “-guessing game-” of
what provisions might be needed (Lovett & Leja, 2015). Ciccantelli noted that even after
students’ request accommodations, it is up to the discretion of faculty to approve the
accommodation based on whether or not they feel as if it might interfere with essential class
goals (2014). A professor can then choose a different, but “deemed equally as effective”
accommodation in order to maintain the integrity of class goals (p. 58).
Santuzzi, Waltz, Finkelstein, and Rupp (2014), suggested that this process might be
extremely tedious for students with low self-awareness or lack of acknowledgment of their
disabilities, those with invisible disabilities, or students who have faced past discrimination due
to their disability status. In order to combat these barriers and prepare students with disabilities
for this new process of acquiring accommodations, Wehman, Schall, Carr, Targett, West, and
Cifu (2014) suggest that transition services within middle and high school must involve more
than “papers, meetings, and hope” and must involve active participation and collaboration from
all parties involved, including but not limited to: parents, educators, transition specialists, school
administration and most importantly, the students themselves (p. 33).
Federal law states that institutions of higher education must provide reasonable
accommodations to students with disabilities (Schreuer & Sachs, 2013) but as the number of
post-secondary students with a multitude of disabilities continues to steadily increase, the
Disability Resource Centers within these institutions have not been able to meet the growing
demand for services (Suciu, 2014). Post-Secondary institutions are left to their own devices
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when determining what accommodations to offer and what accommodations constitute as
reasonable. Guzman (2008) noted that:
“Equal access” has been primarily interpreted as referring to physical access to campus
facilities (e.g. building entry ramps, accessible housing) and to accommodations and support
enabling participation in academic activities (e.g. note takers for students with hearing
impairments)” (p. 67).
Other popular accommodations offered in post-secondary institutions include but are not limited
to: extended time on exams, an alternate location for testing to provide less distractions, assistive
technology such as laptops and digital recorders, and access to notes from professors (Bolt &
Thurlow, 2004; Byrnes, 2008).
Because of the newness of the population and the lack of research in the areas of higher
education and ASD, higher education leaders have been left to their own accord when it comes
to implementing policies regarding students with disabilities. With only mandated law and a
small collection of research, higher education leaders have been struggling to enact any type of
strong policy or change. Hammond (2015) suggested that administrators within higher education
student affairs, as well as departmental leaders should evaluate what is functional as well as what
is missing from “creating the most successful experience possible for students with disabilities”
(p. 47). Hammond continued to note that a focus on verification and validity of a disability will
only take administrators so far, and that the focus should shift to considering the “functional
impact of the disability” (p. 48) and what can be changed to increase the chances of success for
these students.

35
A bulk of the literature examining accommodations in post-secondary education focuses
on the policy, implementation, and identification of accommodations (Schreuer & Sachs, 2013),
but very little on the efficacy of the accommodations being offered. Obligation to the law may
end with implementation of accommodations (Masterson & Meeks, 2013), not quantity and
variety of what is offered (Thomas, 2000). Because of this, post-secondary institutions may be
content with simply complying with the law, and ignoring the need for non-traditional
accommodations (Leake & Stodden, 2012). With the retention rate of students with disabilities at
drastically lower rates than their peers (Newman et al., 2001), post-secondary leaders may want
to consider providing a variety of accommodations to improve both social and academic success
of all students.
Autism Spectrum Disorder
As enrollment of students with disabilities in post-secondary institutions increases,
college campuses are bearing witness to varying kinds of disabilities, each with its own set of
unique challenges (Leake & Stodden, 2012). The increased capacity to diagnose students with
Autism Spectrum Disorder and provide support services from a young age, coupled with the
atmosphere of equal access in post-secondary education have led to a steep rise in students with
ASD (Adreon & Durocher, 2012). In fact, students with ASD identify college as their first choice
after completion of K-12 education (Graetz & Spampinato, 2008; Wenzel & Rowley, 2010).
Smith (2007) noted that this is a great milestone for students with Autism Spectrum Disorder
because even 20 years ago, that choice would not have been possible option for these students.
In order to properly serve these students, it must be acknowledged that the unique needs
of this population are not currently being addressed by the higher education community,
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resulting in poor outcomes in the areas of employment, postsecondary education, and overall
independence (Wehman, Schall, Carr, Targett, West, and Cifu, 2014). Traditional
accommodations offered in post-secondary institutions do not include assistance adjusting to the
many facets of college life. Because individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder often struggle
with social environments, the lack of non-traditional and non-academic accommodations could
have a significant impact on success rates of these students (Ardeon & Durocher, 2012).
Characteristics of Autism Spectrum Disorder.
Autism Spectrum Disorders “are complex neurodevelopmental disorders whose triad of
symptoms include problems in social interaction, difficulty with communication, and restricted
and repetitive behaviors,” (Longtin, 2013, p. 65) as well as the presence of focal interests which
disrupt daily living (Rubinstein, Pierson, Wilczynski, & Connolly, 2013). Many if not all of the
symptomology are typically present from a young age (Longtin, 2013). Autism Spectrum
Disorder has grown in popularity due to the large increase in numbers of diagnoses. Between the
years 2002 and 2008 alone, the prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorder increased by 78%
(Lauritsen, 2013), an additional 30% from 2008 to 2010 (CDC, 2014), and current numbers for
2015 reflect the continuation of that trend (CDC, 2015).
As the term spectrum suggests, individuals diagnosed with Autism can represent an array
of diagnostic characteristics in a variety of degrees of severity (Adreon & Durocher, 2012). The
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Illness, 5th Edition (2015), includes the following
specific criteria for diagnosing individuals with Autism:
1. Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple
contexts
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2. Restricted repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities
3. Symptoms are present in the early developmental period (but may not become fully
manifest until social demands exceed limited capabilities, or may be masked by
learned strategies later in life.
4. Symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or other
important areas of current functioning.
5. These disturbances are not better explained by intellectual disability (intellectual
developmental disorder) or global developmental delay. Intellectual disability and
autism spectrum disorder frequently co-occur, to make comorbid diagnoses of autism
spectrum disorder and intellectual disability, social communication should be below
that expected for general developmental level (p. 265).
Those diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder are usually separated into 2 distinct categories;
those on the “lower end” of the spectrum and those on the “higher end” of the spectrum.
Individuals considered to be on the “more severe” or “lower end” of the Autism Spectrum can
have extreme difficulty with communication/present as nonverbal, display difficulty with fine
motor skills and walking, and in truly severe cases, some may exhibit self-injurious behaviors
such as head banging and skin biting (Turnbull et al., 2013). Typically, research has focused on
the interventions needed for this portion of the spectrum or grouped all individuals with Autism
Spectrum Disorder into the same category of abilities (Montgomery, Stoesz, and McCrimmon,
2012).
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In contrast, those considered on the “higher” end of the Autism Spectrum often have
average or above average IQ, “normal” cognitive abilities, and rarely present with limited
language skills (Giarelli, Ruttenberg, & Segal, 2013). Unfortunately, much of the research on
this unique subset of students on the Autism Spectrum has focused on school-age children
(Camarena & Sarigiani, 2009), leading to a huge gap in the current literature. Between 40-60%
of those diagnosed with ASD fall under the category of “high-functioning” (Rubinstein, Pierson,
Wilczynski, & Connolly, 2013) with very different identified needs from those on the lower end
of the spectrum. These needs may become especially prevalent when entering and attending
post-secondary education.
From Asperger’s Syndrome to Autism Spectrum Disorder
The definition of Autism Spectrum Disorder has undergone substantial changes in the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Illness (DSM-V, 2015). In the past, individuals on
the higher end of the Autism Spectrum were diagnosed with either Asperger’s Syndrome or High
Functioning Autism (Whitby & Mancil, 2009). One of the most important changes to the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Illness was in the release of its 5th version in 2013
(APA, 2013). Among the many changes presented within this new edition (the last edition, DSM
IV-Text Revision, was released in 2000) was the removal of Asperger’s Syndrome, Pervasive
Developmental Disorder NOS, Childhood Disintegrative Disorder, and Autistic Disorder
(Linton, Krcek, Sensui, & Spillers, 2014).
Although many studies indicate that individuals with Asperger’s Syndrome also meet
criteria for Autism (Prior, 2003; Whitby & Mancil, 2009), the lack of enough distinction between
the characteristics of Asperger’s Syndrome, High Functioning Autism, and Pervasive
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Developmental Disorder NOS (Adreon & Durocher, 2012; Volkmar & Klin, 1995; Cederlund,
Hagberg, & Gillberg, 2010) and the determination by the American Psychological Association
that separate diagnoses were not being consistently applied across varying disciplines, all terms
were subsumed under the diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder and were based on degree of
need and varying functioning levels (Linton, Krcek, Sensui, & Spillers, 2014; APA, 2013).
Some individuals within the Asperger’s Syndrome community may feel as if simplifying
things instead of becoming more detailed was only of benefit to doctors and practitioners and did
very little to increase understanding of the diagnosis (Linton, Krcek, Sensui, & Spillers, 2014).
Additional feedback noted in the study published by Linton, Krcek, Sensui, & Spillers, detailed
concerns regarding bias and stigma, whereas individuals diagnosed with “full blown Autism”
were always assumed to have low IQ and be nonverbal (p. 74). The fears expressed in these
studies by those with ASD could act as yet another barrier within post-secondary education as
students with ASD are already anticipating discrimination from peers based on their diagnosis.
Identified Needs in Higher Education
As Students with ASD appear to have the potential to be successful in many life arenas,
including post-secondary education, but more research is needed to determine how to reach that
success (Wehman, Schall, Carr, Targett, West, & Cifu, 2014). In an attempt to aid in the
transition to and participation in post-secondary education, many researchers have identified
target needs of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (Lawrence, Alleckson, & Bjorkland,
2010; Zager & Alphern, 2010; Hammond, 2015; Ciccantelli, 2014; Ardreon & Durocher, 2007;
Wenzel & Rowley, 2010; Lee & Carter, 2012; Briel, & Getzel, 2009; VanBergeijk, Klin, &
Volkmar, 2008). Understanding the identified needs as well as the typical characteristics and
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manifestations that individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder may experience are critical steps
for post-secondary institutions to meet the needs of this ever-growing population of students
(Adreon & Durocher, 2012).
Social Skills, Communication, & Support
Although the academic portion of post-secondary education may be an accessible and
comfortable place to many individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders, particularly if they have
high intellectual abilities and intellectually driven characteristics, the social challenges these
individuals experience may add an additional level of difficulty (Smith, 2007). College life
presents itself in a way that encourages social interaction, communication, and self-discovery,
components that may be extremely challenging to individuals on the Autism Spectrum. Social
acceptance as well as social support, especially in post-secondary education, is often a major
contributing factor to successful academics, eventual graduation (Leake & Stodden, 2012) and
the approach used to cope with stressful, situational crisis (Micali, Chakrabarti, & Fombomme,
2004).
Countless college and universities promote their campuses as places where individuals
have the opportunities to acquire knowledge and grow in their relationships with others (Roberts,
2010). Individuals with ASD may have difficulties making connections with others and initiating
interactions because Autism Spectrum Disorders are principally characterized by impairments in
social functioning” (Fletcher-Watson, Leekam, & Findlay, 2013). Degree-seeking students with
ASD self-identified that social communication and interaction are of importance, but are not
being addressed in the college atmosphere (Smith, 2007). Because students with ASD who apply
to post-secondary institutions graduated from high school with a standard diploma and were
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accepted to the university on their own academic merit, the needs for these additional support
services seem to have been overlooked.
Social communication and interaction may come naturally to neurotypical individuals,
but may present a major struggle point for individuals with ASD (Arky, 2012). Students with
Autism struggle with recognizing emotions, making eye contact, and identifying social cues
(Longtin, 2014) all characteristics which may put these students at a disadvantage in the college
classroom and when interacting with classmates, professors, and administration. Social
communication skills are usually taught in K-12 education (Turnbull, et al., 2013); however, it
has yet to be explored by higher education leaders as a necessary practice in post-secondary
education.
In a study of these interactions, individuals with ASD often generalize their behaviors
when interacting with others, using informal and overly personal language with professors and
acquaintances, neglecting to understand hidden social cues dictating that interactions with
classmates and friends must differ from interactions with faculty and bosses (Simone & Grandin,
2012). Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder may benefit from behavior management skills,
education on how interactions with others must intentionally differ as far as language, attire, and
tone, depending on the audience, and demonstration of appropriate classroom etiquette
(Ciccantelli. 2011). Because there are few programs that teach these skills on the post-secondary
level, students with ASD continue to commit social errors that have the potential to be
detrimental to them. Masterson & Meeks (2013) suggested that it is necessary to teach these
skills by providing both practice and a setting for increased peer interaction.
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Social support is addressed within the current research needs of degree-seeking students
with Autism and was identified as the primary need for successful transition to college, even
more than academic accommodations by families of these students (Matthews, Ly, & Goldberg,
2015). Orsmond, Shattuck, Cooper, Sterzing, & Anderson utilized data from The National
Longitudinal Transition Study (NLTS2), and indicated that that rate of social isolation (defined
as: no participation in telephonic communication with friends, participation in activities with
friends, and being invited to attend activities with friends) of students with Autism Spectrum
Disorder was between three and fourteen times higher than students in other disability categories.
Even with these staggering results, students with ASD often report that they do not feel as if
there is an overabundance of support at their college and university to aid with such issues
(Gelbar, Smith, & Reichow, 2014).
Through interactions with peers on campus, individuals with ASD can “exchange social
and emotional support, learn societal norms and values, earn social capital, and enhance their
skill set” (Carter, Harvey, Taylor, & Gotham, 2013). Social support not only plays a key role in
successful college attendance for students with ASD, but it is also needed in order to assist and
encourage individuals with ASD to get involved in the various interest groups. Because
individuals with ASD are at an increased risk of victimization by their peers (Shatayermman,
2007) a campus-wide support system can also provide additional feedback into situations that
seem impossible or difficult to students with ASD (Roessler, Hennessey, & Rumrill, 2007).
In K-12 education, students with ASD typically have family support, peer support,
support from faculty, and often support from an outside agency to assist with multiple needs
(Ciccantelli, 2014). Once a student enters college, these supports may seem as if they have all
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but disappeared, especially if the post-secondary institution is out of state and miles away from a
nuclear support system. This sentiment is mirrored by data that revealed that, “As a group,
individuals with ASD have low participation in postsecondary education…frequently continue to
live with their parents, and have the highest rate of “no engagement since high school” of all
disability categories (Wehman, Schall, Carr, Targett, West, and Cifu, 2014). Peer mentoring
could be instrumental in providing the support to build new support systems and increase
participation and engagement in post-secondary education (Zager & Alpern, 2010).
Several studies have been conducted on the efficacy of peer mentoring within postsecondary education. Masterson & Meeks (2013) suggested that peer mentors are beneficial for
providing individualized support to students with autism while also serving as a campus
resource, providing education and awareness to the campus as large. A 2014 study by Mirela
Suciu noted that even telephonic and email mentoring were beneficial for students with ASD.
The results of the study went on to indicate that the mentoring resources improved confidence,
created a deeper understanding of options within chosen academic fields, and improved
communication skills leading to an overall increase in life satisfaction and lifelong friendships
between mentors and mentees (p. 57).
Career Development and ASD
It is in college that many students learn the skills compete in the job market, interact with
others in a professional manner, and seek opportunities for employment (Shattuck et al., 2012).
Due to the lack of support on college campuses for the specific social training, individuals on the
Autism Spectrum tend to have low involvement in competitive employment, tend to be
underemployed, and have an extremely high rate of terminations (Wehman, Schall, Carr, Targett,
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West, and Cifu, 2014). There is limited research focusing on the vocational needs of adolescents
and young adults on the higher end of the spectrum. The research available often attempts to
comprehensively address all levels on the spectrum and fails to provide information about
specific interventions and programs for degree-seeking students with ASD (Ardeon & Durocher,
2007). Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder manage far worse in ALL post-secondary
outcomes such as employment, life satisfaction, independence, and social engagement as
compared to their peers with other disabilities (Wehman, Schall, Carr, Targett, West, and Cifu,
2014).
Participation in the career development process is one way that college students begin to
determine a “best fit” in the world of employment. Simone and Grandin (2010) reveal that 85%
of individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder with average or above average IQ are
unemployed or underemployed. This statistic may indicate that there is a major disconnect
between students with ASD and the career counseling and development processes offered in
post-secondary institutions; a divide that may impact decision making by higher education
leaders and administration. Further, students with Autism Spectrum Disorder are very literal
thinkers and need tangible advice, modeling, and visuals in order to succeed in career planning
(Simone & Grandin, 2010). Career Development Centers must also be proactive and include
ongoing assessment and monitoring to truly have the greatest efficacy for students (VanBergeijk,
2012).
MacLeod & Green (2009) noted that based on the complex nature of Autism Spectrum
Disorder, a proactive approach should be utilized instead of the retrospective approach (service
delivery after issues have compounded) that is commonly used with other disabilities. The
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combination of brief career intervention strategies and lack of structure in the career
development process has shown inappropriate for students with ASD, leading to limited or
unrealistic career options (Lee & Carter, 2012). Students with ASD may need multiple
appointments focusing on small tasks and skills in order to fully engage in the career
development process. Exploring various ways to gain job experience within a chosen field is also
crucial for individuals with ASD. Participation both on and off campus should be carefully
reviewed with students and broken down into manageable steps. Because of social anxiety and
need for routine and order (Glennon, 2001), it may take significantly longer for a student with
ASD to attend a career fair or participate in job shadowing within their fields.
Career services is a valuable asset to students with ASD (Masterson & Meeks, 2013) and
an individualized process is needed to ensure student success. Higher education administrators
and staff must take time to gain proper understanding of a student’s needs and consistently
monitor and observe each student to ensure that excellent communication can be maintained
(MacLeod & Green, 2009). Once a student with ASD is about to graduate, it may be too late to
provide all of the skill development and career counseling needed to be successful in a
workplace. A proactive approach, led by higher education leaders, inclusive of multifaceted
support, individualized career development, and promotion of participation can be used to
combat the low rate of degrees awarded to students with ASD and the lack of participation in
employment for those who do graduate (Matthews, Ly, & Goldberg, 2015).
Independent Living Skills
Based on the previously identified difficulty that students with ASD have with
generalization in various situations, independent living skills can also be a large challenge in
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post-secondary education. In an article by Montgomery, Stoesz, and McCrimmon (2012), a
review of the literature noted that researchers have demonstrated individuals with Autism
Spectrum Disorder also show difficulty in “planning, cognitive and behavioral flexibility,
inhibition, selective attention, and working memory.” Another study also identified deficits in
the identification of causality, abstract thinking, and self-evaluation (Lombardo, Barnes,
Wheelwright, & Baron-Cohen, 2007). A basic understanding and accommodations that address
these deficits may be necessary in order to be able to function independently, especially in postsecondary education.
Perhaps, for the first time in their lives, college students with ASD are expected to be
able to plan and structure their own days and respond appropriately to everyday changes, all
while engaging in the academic rigor of post-secondary education. It is expected that incoming
college freshman will have some degree of difficulty with independent living skills; however, in
young adults with ASD, these challenges may seem insurmountable without the proper nontraditional supports and guidance (Glennon, 2001). Masterson & Meeks (2013) suggested that to
combat these challenges, students with Autism Spectrum Disorder may want to consider a
reduced course load. They also acknowledged that though a reduced course load may extend the
time it takes a student to graduate, it can also reduce the chances of burnout (p. 51) and allow the
student to concentrate on success in fewer classes at a time.
Adreon and Durocher (2012) also noted that the hidden nature of ASD often adds
difficulties in “organization, time management, and study skills.” While there are programs
offered on many campuses to help all students with these particular skills, Glennon (2001)
indicated that higher education administrators and faculty were usually unaware of the unique
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needs and challenges of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder and were unable to recognize
that these students may need individualized attention to increase the likelihood of success. A
study conducted by Cederlund, Hagberg, & Gillberg in 2010 reported that individuals with ASD
may experience more severe difficulties with executive functioning in their daily lives than
individuals with schizophrenia and traumatic brain injury, thus highlighting the importance of
providing assistance with these skills.
Organizational and executive functioning deficits can influence more than just factors
associated with academics. For instance, students with Autism often have trouble sharing a room
with others (Adreon & Durocher, 2012). Not only does a student with ASD have to cope with the
anxiety of living away from his or her parents for the first time (Glennon, 2001), but the
individual is constantly having to battle sensory struggles and social demands (Perner, 2002;
Prince-Hughes, 2002; Williams & Palmer, 2004, Adreon & Durocher, 2012). A single room, also
considered a non-traditional accommodation, is sometimes recommended for students on the
Autism Spectrum to provide a safe, stress-free environment (Masterson & Meeks, 2013).
Traditional mental health counseling can also play a very important role in learning and
adapting in post-secondary education (Masterson & Meeks, 2013). In a study by Van Hees,
Moyson, & Roeyers (2014), students with ASD reported feeling “overwhelmed, tired, stressed,
depressed, and anxious,” (p. 9) leading to a disturbance in academics, self-care, daily living, and
sleep patterns. The new skills associated with independence can be frustrating to learn,
especially when they do not come naturally to students with Autism Spectrum Disorder.
Counseling is a positive resource to not only provide psychoeducation about Autism itself, but
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also teach self-advocacy, coping skills, and increase confidence in interactions with others
(Masterson & Meeks, 2013).
Traditional counseling may also be helpful for students who struggle with public
acknowledgment of ASD identity and students with ASD who possess co-occurring diagnoses.
The Center for Autism and other Related Disorders (2013) revealed that many individuals with
Autism have a co-existing mental health diagnosis but signs and symptoms are usually missed or
attributed to behaviors of Autism. Depression, Anxiety, and ADHD are the most common coexisting diagnoses amongst individuals diagnosed with ASD (p. 4-5). Many college students
with and without disabilities experience great levels of stress with the university atmosphere
(Glennon, 2001) and in light of these stressors, higher education leaders may want to take a more
proactive mental wellness approach with students with ASD to encourage successful
independent living and mental wellness.
Researchers have made several suggestions to circumvent identified issues and create a
smoother transition for students with Autism Spectrum Disorder. A suggestion made by
researchers Lindstrom, Kahn, & Lindsey (2012) and VanBergeijk, Klin & Volkmar, (2008) is
that students with ASD should consider attending community college before attending a 4-year
institution so that they are able to practice independence before possibly being cast into a
situation for which they are not prepared. However, Lars Perner, a professor with Autism
Spectrum Disorder, provided a counter-argument noting that this may not be beneficial for
students with ASD because it forces yet another large change and transition in order to complete
their 4-year degree (Adreon & Durocher, 2012). Because of the vast differences in students with
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Autism Spectrum Disorder, this particular suggestion, along with many others, cannot be
generalized to all individuals interested in post-secondary education.
Post-Secondary Transition Programs for Students with ASD
As Since legislation changes have attempted to decrease the amount of discrimination in
higher education and increase the amount of diversity on college campuses, higher education
leaders have been tasked with the challenge of creating policies and practices to increase access,
retention, and graduation for students with disabilities (Leake & Stodden, 2012). Hammond
(2015) noted “Because of ADAAA, student services personnel are no longer solely focusing on
verifying whether or not a student has a disability, but are now working to determine functional
impact of the disability” (p 48). Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder who enter postsecondary institutions may be faced with atypical stressful situations and may require nontraditional supports to become successful (Glennon, 2001). Even though a great deal is known
about the needs of students with disabilities in general, there is far less known about the
transition needs of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (Adreon & Durocher, 2012), leaving
many unanswered questions, and even more unmet needs.
A handful of colleges and universities across the country have begun to develop college
transition programs specifically targeted at increasing post-secondary success rates of students
with Autism Spectrum Disorder. In her article “Meeting their needs: Transition to College with
an Autism Spectrum Disorder,” Hammond (2014), highlights Universities such as Taft College
that offers a 2-year residential living experience program, Mercyhurst University, which offers
Asperger Initiative at Mercyhurst, and Landmark College whose learning strategies cater to those
with learning disabilities. Other universities such as Marshall University (Hansen, 2014),
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University of New England (Suciu, 2014), The University of Connecticut (Wenzel & Rowley,
2010), Rutgers University (Poleyeff, 2015), and a handful of other universities are among the
leaders in the country offering specialized services. The goals of many of these programs are to
ease the transition by familiarizing students with services offered on campus and provide the
necessary skills to adjust to a new environment (Wenzel & Rowley, 2010).
While college support programs are slowly appearing, the specific services that are
needed for success may not be an option for all students on the Spectrum (Zager & Alpern, 2010;
Adreon & Durocher, 2007). In addition to post-secondary institutions, a host of private
companies have tethered to various colleges and universities to supply transition services to
degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder, but these programs are not without
their additional costs (Hammond, 2015). In a review of websites of public and private service
providers of post-secondary transition programs for students with Autism Spectrum Disorder,
this researcher found that private program costs ranged from $35,500 per year to approximately
$75,000 per year, depending on breadth of services (Ale, 2013). The cost of public providers
(usually the college or university itself) ranged from $2,000 per semester to over $10,000 per
semester (Webb, Seabrooks-Blackmore, Patterson, Rowe, Ale, & Castanos, 2014).
The program costs of both public and private services providers do not include the costs
of tuition, room & board, course materials and extra living expenses. Transition programs for
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder are still lacking in numbers as it was reported that there
are still less than 20 colleges across the nation offering structured programs (Hammond, 2014).
The novice status of many of these programs, as well as the lack of common approaches
associated with services for students with Autism (Farrell, 2004), makes it difficult to calculate
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the efficacy of each program. Although transition programs are featured at multiple institutions
of higher education, Masterson & Meeks (2013) note the following:
“Programs are not created equal and often lack long-term empirical research to support
their effectiveness. The lack of research and publication regarding the effectiveness of
these programs inhibits direct comparison and evaluation” (p. 48).
Research provides some data on the transition process of students with Autism, but there is more
to be explored than there is known (Wehman, Schall, Carr, Targett, West, Gifu, 2014).
Many of the transition programs currently in operation are based on what the literature
indicates as best-practices for students with ASD, but because these services are not federally
mandated, funding can be hard to obtain or nonexistent (Camarena & Sarigiani, 2009). In order
to provide students with ASD with the appropriate support, experts have recommended that
programs must be interrelated, collaborative, and individualized (Rubinstein, Pierson,
Wilczynski, & Connolly, 2013) which can be difficult when transition programs are considered
‘above and beyond’ the reasonable accommodations mandated by ADA. Hammond (2014)
suggested that Student Affairs professionals get involved to determine what is most appropriate
on college campuses in order to increase the chances for success among this population of
students.
With little to no data to support the efficacy of transition programs, Suciu (2014) suggested
that the benefits of such programs stretch far beyond the goals of increasing retention rates and
advancing social skills. Quantitative data measuring increases in GPA and post-secondary job
placements outcomes are significant, but may not paint the whole picture. In an analysis of post-
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secondary outcomes of students with high incidence disabilities, Trainer, Morningstar, Murray,
& Kim (2013) suggested that research should shift from “dichotomous indicators of success” (p.
9) to more of a whole-person, holistic approach. Of the researchers who have made this shift,
some of the successes reported by students with Autism Spectrum Disorder were improved life
skills, lasting friendships (Suciu, 2014), greater self-advocacy (Barnard-Brak & Fearon, 2012),
personal fulfillment, and overall improvement in quality of life (Trainer, Morningstar, Murray, &
Kim, 2013); all factors that can be very hard to measure with static data points.
Project T.H.R.I.V.E.
Project THRIVE Background
Across the nation, students with Autism Spectrum Disorder are applying and enrolling in
colleges and universities (Hansen, 2014; Wenzel & Rowley, 2010). At this time, there are very
few services available on university campuses to address the needs of incoming students with
Autism Spectrum Disorder and even less research on which support services are valuable for
students higher on the Autism spectrum (Meeks & Masterson, 2013). Even though individuals
with Autism Spectrum Disorder are being accepted to college on their own academic merit, there
are certain issues faced within the University atmosphere that continues to hinder their collegiate
success, leaving a large gap between the success of students with ASD and the success of
neurotypical peers (Wehman, Schall, Carr, Targett, West, and Cifu, 2014). Data on many varying
levels suggest that much work is to be done to improve the outcomes of students with ASD in
higher education (Turnbull, Turnbull, Wehmeyer, & Shogren, 2013).
To ensure University of North Florida students with ASD have a greater chance for
collegiate success, Project THRIVE, Transition to Health, Resources, Independence, Viable
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careers, and Education was created. Project THRIVE, a college transition program for degreeseeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder and other related disorders was created by three
UNF graduate students who saw the need for additional support services for this population of
students at the collegiate level. This researcher is one of the founders of Project THRIVE, along
with Tara Rowe, M.Ed., Michelle Castanos, M.Ed. and Dr. Kristine Webb, former Director of
the UNF Disability Resource Center (2006 to 2013). Project THRIVE was developed based on
existing literature and research (prior to 2011) and informal interviews with students on the
Autism Spectrum. Dillon (2007) suggested that services and interventions must be flexible in
order to be successful and with that in mind, Project THRIVE began and still functions as a
voluntary program, allowing students to adjust their levels of assistance and participation,
depending on their needs.
Historical Context
After approximately one year of preparation, meetings, and research, Project THRIVE
began its pilot program in May 2012 with 6 student participants. Entering the Spring 2017
semester, Project THRIVE has grown to over 120 students, doubling and tripling its membership
each semester since inception. These numbers are not surprising; the rate of Autism has
increased 20 to 30 times globally since the 1970’s (or approximately 5814%) (Odom, Cox, &
Brock, 2013), over 120% between 2000 and 2010, and a 30% increase from 2010 to 2012 alone
(CDC, 2014). Participants were informed of the existence of Project THRIVE through
informational brochures located in the Disability Resource Center (DRC) of the University of
North Florida, an informal Facebook page (www.facebook.com/ProjectTHRIVE), and
information presented by DRC staff during initial accommodations interviews.
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Based on the research of other transition programs in operation, the initiators of Project
THRIVE decided to maintain an equal access initiative. In order to ensure that all students with
ASD are given equal opportunity to participate in Project THRIVE, regardless of social
economic status, the program is offered to students and parents at no additional cost. Campus
partnerships, volunteers, internships, and connections to community entities have made this nocost initiative a possibility and have helped to create a successful, self-sustaining system.
Program Overview
Project THRIVE consists of three Core Components: (a) Situational Social Skills, (b)
Independent Responsible Living, and (c) Career Development. The three Core Components of
the THRIVE program were based on current literature of the documented post-secondary needs
of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder, informal interviews conducted with students on the
Autism Spectrum participating in post-secondary education, and informal observations of
common issues reported to the Disability Resource Center. The core components coupled with
appropriate supports can increase independence, social skills, career competency and overall
collegiate success for students with ASD (Ciccantelli, 2014). Students that learn these skills
during their collegiate years will have higher rates of employment, independence, and overall life
satisfaction (Trainer, Morningstar, Murray, & Kim, 2013; Suciu, 2014; Barnard-Brak & Fearon,
2012; Adreon & Durocher, 2007; Zager & Alpern, 2007; VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008).
The program goals are identified as:
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❖ Increase social interaction competency in the areas of self-advocacy, appropriate
social and sexual behaviors, diversity and learning about others, and professional/peer
interactions.
❖ Increase independence competency in the areas of self-care, stress management,
household tasks, leisure/recreation, and finance/budget.
❖ Increase career development competency in the areas of career exploration, action
planning, career experiences, professional development, and workplace etiquette.
THRIVE also utilizes both graduate and undergraduate students majoring in Special
Education, Clinical Mental Health Counseling, Psychology, Applied Behavior Analysis and a
variety of other majors as to provide needed mentoring (e.g. time management, peer, social, etc.)
to THRIVE students. In an article by Dillon (2007), he noted the following regarding the
importance of mentoring:
“Utilizing a mentor arrangement is a means of addressing the wide range of needs that
likely will require support. By assigning a mentor to the student a more individualized
response is possible. In addition, it allows for tailoring the particular student need with
the particular skills of a mentor. Flexibility of activity, of time and of location are all
essential in responding to student needs. A mentor also facilitates a more measured
response to needs as they arise. It is important that the support provided be adequate to
the need but not more so. The mentor arrangement permits this kind of variable support”
(p. 502).
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Among the objectives of THRIVE mentors is to assist THRIVE participants with the transition to
college life, both in the aspects of independence and social skills. Because research suggests that
the primary reason for conflict experienced in post-secondary education by students with ASD is
attributed to social and emotional factors (Pritchard & Wilson, 2003), the mentoring component
of THRIVE may be one of the most critical.
THRIVE mentors serve not only as campus guides, but also peer support, links to campus
resources, social event planners, and general college-navigation specialists. These relationships
may improve awareness among neurotypical college peers as well as reduce transition anxiety
and social isolation of students with ASD (Matthews, Ly, & Goldberg, 2015). Meeting times,
locations, and frequency are agreed upon by the mentors and students and based on the
individual needs and goals of the student for that particular semester. Informal observations of
the mentor-mentee benefits by Project THRIVE personnel seem to mirror the results from a 2014
article by Suciu on virtual mentoring with non-traditional students with ASD. Suciu observed
“improved communication skills, improved life skills, and lasting friendships between mentors
and mentees” (p. 57). While some communication and mentoring takes place electronically (or
virtually), a majority of mentoring at Project THRIVE is face to face.
To determine services, each THRIVE participant completes a needs assessment during
their initial interview and is then consulted to create individualized goals each semester.
Collaboration and discussion with students with ASD is severely lacking in current research
(Mole, 2014; Hammond, 2014) and therefore acts as s driving force in Project THRIVE’s
process. Student goals have varied from “improving time management,” to “making friends,” to
“finding an internship.” A student’s desire to work towards their goals and continue to self-
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challenge is key in transition success (Giarelli, Ruttenberg, & Segal, 2013). Each THRIVE
participant, with the assistance of THRIVE staff, is able to develop his or her own collegiate
success plan. Participation from parents, siblings, and other support systems in the success plan
also serves to provide multi-dimensional feedback in order to assist with the development of
goals.
As evidenced in research, (Simone & Grandin, 2012; Wehman et al., 2012; Masterson &
Meeks, 2013; Rothman, Maldonado, & Rothman, 2008) individualized career development
support is one component that is often overlooked by other transition programs. Individualized
career development plans are also needed to support participants to not only THRIVE on campus,
but also maintain continued success into their lives after college. In a 2008 study involving
young adults with ASD, only 45% of participants had ever been employed and only one
participant reported being able to independently support himself (Eaves and Ho). Another study
by Howlin et al. (2004) observed that the percentage of individuals with ASD who have long
term employment rarely exceeds 30%. These findings mirror that of other research on
employment for individuals with ASD and indicate that more can be done for these students.
THRIVE’s Career Development component focuses on individual student needs in order
to decrease the barriers to employment success for students with ASD. Workshops, individual
meetings, career action plans, and acquisition of workplace and interview skills, coupled with a
strong partnership with Career Services at the University of North Florida has been crucial in
addressing the unemployment and underemployment of students with ASD. VanBergeijk, Klin
& Volkmar (2008) noted that the key to success in assisting students with ASD is the link
between a students’ strengths and the requirements of the job and utilizing this strategy could
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positively impact the employment rates for these students (Rothman, Maldonado, & Rothman,
2008). Career success is a process that takes place over the duration of the students four years at
UNF, therefore tailoring learning and discovery to the comfort level of the student.
Students are not told by THRIVE staff what major or career they should choose, but
instead students are encouraged to explore their career interests and then identify and enhance
the skills needed to increase chances of success in their career choice. Repetitious interview
practice, proactive discussions on job disclosure (VanBergeijk, Klin & Volkmar, 2008), as well
as, in-depth resume assistance are all features of Project THRIVE’s Career Development
initiative. As a result, many participants in Project THRIVE have been able to secure multiple
internships (both paid and unpaid), research assistantships, travel abroad opportunities, volunteer
experiences, and even employment.
Community engagement through various community service projects and events is another
cornerstone of Project THRIVE. Carter, Harvey, Taylor, & Gotham (2013), acknowledged that
connections to the community often do not happen without purposeful intention. THRIVE staff
members recognize the need for program participants to experience not only social
communication and personal growth, but also the satisfaction of being involved in their
communities. Carter et al. also suggested that students with ASD should be the major decisionmakers on community service opportunities (p. 892). To put the decision-making back into the
hands of the students, a student-leadership team was constructed so that student voice was
moved to the forefront.
As a result, most students engaged in Project THRIVE typically complete between two and
eight community service projects each school year. These projects have included collecting can
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goods for a Thanksgiving drive, volunteering at a wild animal refuge, assisting with the oncampus food & clothes pantry, baking birthday cupcakes for children in foster care through an
organization called Hero Bakers, acting as peer mentors to new students in THRIVE, developing
a college to high school mentoring program called Mentoring Tomorrow’s Achievers Today
(MTAT), walking in sponsored Autism events, and several other projects. These opportunities
provide students with a better understanding of others, enhanced opportunity to explore their
interests, and a chance to make critical contributions to not only their campus, but also their
community (Carter, Harvey, Taylor, & Gotham, 2013).
To address mental health needs and ongoing monitoring of the student transition process,
Project THRIVE offers Weekly Wind Downs each Friday. Students are able to use this time to
process their week, discuss challenges, and identify strengths. Wind Down topics differ
depending on interests and student-identified needs. Co-morbidity of anxiety, depression, and
obsessive-compulsive disorder, are common among students with ASD (Lawrence, Alleckson, &
Bjorklund, 2010; Klin & Volkmar, 1996). Wind Downs are not simply an avenue to teach social
skills, but a place to explore emotions, practice empathy, identify social triggers, and interact
with other students experiencing similar experiences. In a partnership with University of North
Florida Counseling Center, students are able to attend “Weekly Wind Downs” to address a
multitude of topics and easily be referred to the Counseling Center should issues be identified
that require additional individualized assistance.
Another facet of Project THRIVE is the campus and community outreach and education.
Project THRIVE volunteers conduct trainings all across campus for various groups to bring
increased awareness for Autism Spectrum Disorder and disability rights in general. A proactive
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approach can be extremely important in assisting university faculty to understand how to best
serve students with Autism Spectrum Disorder in the classroom (Smith, 2007). Project THRIVE
staff, volunteers, and students have proactively participated in tabling events on campus, cosponsored events with other campus projects, presented at local, regional, national, and
international conferences as well as provided one on one education to any individual who shows
interest. Cicantelli (2014) included a study by Eckes & Ochoa (2005) in which higher education
professors were discovered to be less knowledgeable about students with disabilities and
academic accommodations than K-12 teachers. To increase awareness in these areas, and combat
stigma (Hammond, 2015) Project THRIVE in collaboration with the Disability Resource Center
at the University of North Florida provides free training to any academic department on campus.
The multitude of opportunities to connect with THRIVE staff, professors, and peers, is
coupled with the ability to individualize the experience for each participate in Project THRIVE.
Funding has been difficult to obtain but through the commitment of faculty and administration
from The Disability Resource Center, Career Services, Counseling Center, Residence Life,
Academic Center for Excellence, and The Ombudsman’s office, as well as committed graduate
and undergraduate student volunteers, Project THRIVE has been able to continue its program.
VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar (2008) noted that with carefully planned transition,
support, and appropriate accommodations, students with Autism Spectrum Disorder can
successfully navigate post-secondary education. Many students on the spectrum need nontraditional supports in order to be successful, and instead of toting the minimum and pretending
that there is a general standard for all students that does not really exist (Mole, 2013), these
practices can become standard, encouraging changes supported and initiated by higher education
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leaders from within the university system, rather than the expectation that it is up to the student
to conform to the “norm.”
A major trend found in the current literature is the tendency to focus on the weaknesses
of students with disabilities. Minarki & Lintner (2013) noted that much of the current focus “is
on what students fail to do rather than what they do well” (p. 16). Carter, Harvey, Taylor, &
Gotham (2013) suggested that higher education should make a shift to focusing on the strengths
of students, taking stock in their experiences and interests. This approach differs greatly from
traditional models of identifying student deficits and then retroactively putting services in place
to address said issues. Fifield (2014) noted that a shift to this type of mindset could create a “web
of empowering relationships” (p. 48), which could only aid to increase the chances of success for
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder.
Appreciative Inquiry
The continued surge of students with disabilities in higher education has created a host of
opportunities for student affairs administrators to evaluate current policies and practices.
Wehman et al (2012) suggested that long term supports for individuals with ASD are imperative
to continued success, even in post-secondary education. A host of current studies are attempting
to identify needed supports across the lifespan. A qualitative study by VanHees, Moyson, &
Roeyers (2015) studied the experiences of students with ASD in post-secondary education and
highlighted challenges faced by individuals with ASD, and then recommend supports needed to
combat those challenges. The study conducted by VanHees, Moyson, & Roeyers is congruent
with a majority of the current research focusing on students with varying disabilities.
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Bloom, Hutson, He, & Konkle (2013) noted that “such deficit-based thinking has led to
the massive growth of programming for students that emphasizes topics and attitudes such as
“surviving” college” (p. 5). While it is important to identify the ongoing needs of students,
Thomas (2015) noted that the current approach is traditional problem-solving at its core. Thomas
continued to state that the traditional model of problem-solving encourages researchers to
“engage in problem identification, root cause analysis, brainstorming possible solutions, action
planning, implementation of changes, and hopefully, evaluation of the results “(pg. 1). While
problem-solving continues to be a popular method of initiating change and examining issues, the
concept behind problem-solving concentrates on the unhealthy in order to eliminate the
unhealthy (Holland & Fiorentino, 2012).
Researcher Rama Cousik (2012) asked: “It possible for the dominant culture to let go of
power and create inclusive spaces for personal narratives by highlighting strengths” (p. 12)
instead of weaknesses. This study will approach research from an assets based approach using
Appreciative Inquiry (AI). MacCoy (2014) defined Appreciative Inquiry as “a process of search
and discovery designed to find the best in people, their organizations, and the world around
them” (p. 105). Holland and Fiorentino (2012) reported that organizations and researchers have
little experience looking for what works and expanding on the positives. They continued to
question why more researchers do not “allow successes to multiply and crowd out the
unsuccessful” (p. 220).
Appreciative Inquiry has its origins in organizational development and was established
by David Cooperrider in the mid 1980’s at Case Western Reserve University (Cooperrider,
1986). During Cooperrider’s dissertation, he noted that while problem-solving was efficient at
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identifying issues and probable solutions, it rarely focused on what was going “right” within an
organization (MacCoy, 2014). Thomas (2015) noted that the process of participating in
Appreciative Inquiry is multifaceted in that it aids in the honoring of past events, seeks to spark
the discovery of innovation, and encourages transition into the future. In 2005, Cooperrider &
Whitney expanded their original 1987 work, remarking that
“Appreciative Inquiry is the co-evolutionary search for the best in people, their
organizations, and the world around them. It involves systematic discovery of what gives
a system ‘life’ when it is most effective and capable in economic, ecological, and human
terms. AI involves the art and practice of asking questions that strengthen a system’s
capacity to heighten positive potential” (p.17).
Positive potential is a continuous theme in Appreciative Inquiry. Klimek, Ritzenhein, &
Sullivan (2008) even described AI as a great tool to bring new, positive possibilities for growth
into the forefront, leading to innovation and growth. The Power of Appreciative Inquiry: A
Practical Guide to Positive Chang,e by Whitney & Trosten-Bloom (2003) described the essence
of Appreciative Inquiry in the following quote,
“Appreciation has to do with both recognition and enhancing value. It is about
affirming past and present strengths, assets, and potentials. Inquiry refers to both
exploration and discovery. It is about asking questions, study, and learning” (pg.
2).
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The focus on appreciation of unique experiences and strengths of individuals with disabilities
will be the focus of this study, attempting to showcase a new lens of perspective from degreeseeking students with ASD.
The core beliefs of Appreciative Inquiry are tied to basic biological principles, noting that
like much of plant and animal life, people and organizations move towards that which gives them
light (Michael, 2005). Coupled with a core in basic biological principles, Appreciative Inquiry is
also comprised of an assumption of a “positive core,” five principles of belief and four phases
contained in a “4-D Model.” The positive core is collection of epic moments and defining
achievements utilized to fuel the change in a person or organization (Orr & Cleveland-Innes,
2015). The positive core is then woven throughout the Appreciative Inquiry process in order to
encourage concentration on future action and growth.
The Five Principles of Appreciative Inquiry
In addition to the positive core, “Appreciative Inquiry is based on five main principles
that reflect its theoretical base and views on change” (Orr & Cleveland-Innes, 2015, p. 236).
Hammond (1999) outlined foundational assumptions based on the five principles of AI in the
following outline;
1. In every society, organization, or group, something works.
2. What we focus on becomes our reality.
3. Reality is created in the moment, and there are multiple realities.
4. The act of asking questions of an organization or group inﬂuences the group in
some way.
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5. People have more conﬁdence and comfort to journey to the future (the
unknown) when they carry forward parts of the past (the known).
6. If we carry parts of the past forward, they should be what is best about the past.
7. It is important to value differences.
8. The language we use creates our reality. (p. 20-21).
These assumptions are helpful to detail before learning the five principles as they set the tone for
the positive focus of AI. These principles also assist in aiding researchers in how to conduct
Appreciative Inquiry in a variety of capacities.
The first principle of AI is the Constructivist Principle, which states that reality is socially
constructed and meaning is constructed through interactions with one another (Fifolt & Lander,
2013). Orr & Cleveland-Innes (2015) also noted that organizations and people are ever-changing
and transformational beings and that interactions, questions, and conversations can mold and
shape realities. Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran (2011) added that another facet of this
principle is the focus on the quality of conversations and interactions between individuals.
Conversations and experiences of each participant help to mold and shape the direction of
innovation and change, truly shifting the attention from the researcher to the thoughts of each
individual.
The Simultaneity Principle views investigation, and transformation as occurring
simultaneously (Orr & Cleveland-Innes, 2015). Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran (2011)
asserted that as positive stories and memories are shared, interactions between individuals
immediately transform into positive experiences. In a published article on cultivating change,
Fifolt & Lander (2013) discussed the idea that even the process of question-asking and the tone
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in which questions are asked directly influence change, and the direction in which participants
will choose to go in a particular interview.
The Poetic Principle of AI embraces the belief that individuals and organizations are an
“open book” with the ability to understand and reinvent themselves and values the choices that
individuals make towards their future (Krattenmaker, 2001). The process of understanding and
reinvention is usually provoked through creativity, self-reflection, and innovation (p. 6).
Connecting meaning with action, individuals are encouraged to seek what he or she would like
more of in their lives or organizations. This is in direct contrast with traditional problem-solving
methods whereas the focus remains on what is not wanted, wanted less of, or what is wanted to
be removed. The Anticipatory Principle states that individuals move towards what he or she
believes can be accomplished (Orem, Binkert, & Clancy, 2007) or what Cooperrider and
Whitney refers to as, “image inspires action” (p. 21). The premise of this principle for
researchers is that the more positive the focus, the more likely it is that participants will move
towards positive action in the future.
Bloom, Hutson, He, & Konkle (2013) indicated that interactions of a positive nature are
shown to assist individuals in their success. The Positive Principle encourages individuals to
imagine a limitless future and “empowers individuals to innovate about what should be rather
than what is not” (Fifolt & Lander, 2013, p. 21). In a study focused on improving school climate,
Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran (2011) defined the positive principle as a way to
generate movement in a direction of strengths and transformation. In order for application of AI
to truly be effective, the belief in the positive principle must be applied. MacCoy (2014) stated
that Appreciative Inquiry is a way to discover the best in individuals and to assist them in finding
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the best in themselves. The positive principle embodies the essence of AI and sets the tone for
the 4-D Cycle to take place.
The 4-D Cycle of Appreciative Inquiry In addition to the five core principles of
Appreciative Inquiry, Cooperrider (1987) also introduced the 4-D Cycle, consisting of phases in
which an AI interview should focus and incorporate. Thomas (2015) noted that the 4-D Cycle
begins with an “affirmative question” (p. 5), which stems from a positive topic of choice. The
question and topic are of great importance and are crucial to the outcomes of the interviews. The
first step in the 4-D Cycle is the Discovery phase, which elicits conversation from individuals on
the best aspects of a person’s performance, experiences, and practices (Giles & Kung, 2010).
Often times, this phase also concentrates on a participant’s values, skills, and knowledge of a
particular experience or event (Kozik, Cooney, Vinciguerra, Gradel, & Black, 2009).
Once these instances are identified, the second phase, known as the Dream phase begins.
The Dream phase concentrates on revealing individual aspirations and visions for what ‘could
be’ (Bloom, Hutson, He, & Konkle, 2013; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). The purpose of the
Dream phase is to identify and encourage optimistic images about what is possible in the future
(Thomas, 2015).
The Design phase of the 4-D Cycle encourages individuals to create a personal or
organizational action plan, whereas all strengths and gifts are collected and aligned with the
positive core (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Thomas, 2015). It is during this phase that the ideal
future is created (Watkins & Mohr, 2001). The creation of the future can be an individualized
future, as well as a future as part of a whole or organization. It is during the final phase, The
Destiny phase, that the action plan is put into practice and individuals move towards positive
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change (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Watkins & Mohr, 2001). It is often during this phase that
participants will make personal commitments to promote positive growth within themselves or
their organization (Thomas, 2015). The following image represents the 4-D Cycle.

Figure 1: The Appreciative Inquiry 4-D cycle (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003: 6)

Applications and Criticisms
Since its inception in the mid 1980’s, Appreciative Inquiry has been used in many
capacities including, classroom education (Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 2011),
strategic planning at colleges and universities (Glenn, Saretsky, & Stetson, 2014), Leadership
Training (Cooperrider, 2003), Self-Evaluation (Fifolt & Lander, 2013), and many other fields of
study. Conkin (2009) and Neville (2008) both noted that Appreciative Inquiry has also been used
extensively to guide educational practices in K-12 education.
While Appreciative Inquiry was originally designed to aid organizations find their true
potential (Michael, 2005), there have been many other fields that have developed from this
theory. The field of Appreciative Inquiry has grown and is considered the root of Appreciative
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Leadership, Appreciative Education, and Appreciative Coaching and Advising. Appreciative
Leadership guides leaders to create newer and stronger relationships (Hoerr, 2005), while
Appreciative Education is a “synthesis of social constructivism, positive psychology,
appreciative inquiry, and appreciative advising techniques” (Bloom, Hutson, He, & Konkle,
2013). Glenn, Saretsky, & Stetson (2014) noted that post-secondary institutions around the globe
have utilized Appreciative Inquiry as a way to celebrate diversity in their institution.
Appreciative Coaching and Advising are both individualized approaches to AI used in postsecondary academic advising and personal goal achievement (Saretsky, 2014). The constant
reconstructions of AI are prime examples of its versatility and fluidity of process (Coghlan,
Preskill, & Tzavaras-Catsambas, 2003).
Although AI continues to grow and be utilized in a variety of capacities, it is not without
its criticisms. The central criticism of AI is the notion that AI only focuses on the positive
without paying attention to negative aspects. To combat these criticisms, many researchers have
not addressed this concern ‘head on.’ (Cooperrider (2012) suggested that it is necessary to
recognize the negative, but ensure that the negative aspects do take precedence over the process
and suggested an 80/20 split of positive to negative. Elliot (1999) also warned that practitioners
should not turn a “blind eye” from the negative and should be prepared to face obstacles when
presented with those issues.
Bright et al (2011) argued that when exploring the positive, the negative is bound to
emerge, but that behind every negative image, a positive image can be found. Johnson (2011)
built upon this argument and encouraged researchers to explore the negative ‘appreciatively’ to
encourage positive results. Busche (2011) highlighted that there have been remarkable results in
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a variety of countries and that amazing transformation can take place when Appreciative Inquiry
is used correctly.
Appreciative Inquiry in Program Evaluation
Some colleges and universities are moving in the right direction by creating transition programs
on campuses to ease the burden for students with ASD, but these programs continue to lack data
and long-term empirical research to support their initiatives (Masterson & Meeks, 2013).
Because Project THRIVE at the University of North Florida has increased its numbers so
rapidly, many programmatic changes have also taken place to accommodate those large
numbers. Instead of following the current research trend and looking to identify problems to fix,
this study includes aspects of program evaluation coupled with appreciative inquiry to start a
path of understanding what is “working” through the eyes of the students themselves.
Although the primary focus of this study is not to create a full program evaluation, there
will be an opportunity to draw from the experiences of these students within the program to
guide future programmatic direction. The purpose of program evaluation is to ask a series of
systematic questions to determine whether or not a program is useful and providing the services
intended by the organization (Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004). With Appreciative Inquiry
“leading the charge,” in this study, information will be gathered on student experiences relevant
to both programmatic usefulness and service efficacy.
“It is (also) essential to ask whether a program addresses a significant social need in a
plausible way and does so in a manner that is responsive to the circumstances of those in need”
(pp 102). The questions asked of students were framed to discover the “best of what is” in the
transition program as it currently stands in order to create a narrative of student success through
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which the program can grow (Kozik, Cooney, Vinciguerra, Gradel, & Black, 2009). This
approach will honor the lens of each participant as they evaluate how certain programmatic
events contributed to their personal growth as an individual. Aspects of program evaluation will
be included in the study as well as the discussion section as a platform to set the stage for future
programmatic growth and a direction for higher education leaders.
Appreciative Inquiry and Q Methodology
The rationale for utilization of Q Methodology was given earlier in Chapter II and will
continue throughout Chapter III. As discussed, Appreciative Inquiry is the study of “the best of
what is” and can be an alternate way of problem solving or simply a tool to provide a better
understanding of people, situations, and environments. Appreciative Inquiry focuses on what
assets already exist within an individual and for the purposes of this study, it was paired with Q
Methodology. This researcher sought to choose a methodology that would cater to the specific
communication needs of its participants and also highlight a new viewpoint from a typically
marginalized population. Both the theoretical framework and the methodology of this study
paired well to capture the intended voice and subjectivity surrounding the topic of positive higher
education experiences of degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder. It is the hope
that Q Methodology will be considered as a top choice for future studies involving those with
Autism Spectrum Disorder.
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Chapter Summary
This study attempted to address many of the major gaps identified within the
existing literature. First, this study gave a voice to a population of students that have largely been
left out of the current literature. Mole (2013) declared that there is a call for more research that
includes discourse with students with disabilities. Mole continued to note that the voice of
students could lend significant weight in creating greater acceptance and access on university
campuses (p. 75). Hammond (2015) also highlighted this literature gap, and stated, “Much
information comes from observations and researcher points-of-view, with little information
coming directly from students with ASD” (p. 51). This study directly addressed this gap and
highlighted the perspectives of individuals with ASD, a rare occurrence within existing literature.
Second, this study presented a new approach and examine student experiences from an
assets approach, rather than a deficits approach. Appreciative Inquiry was the overarching
Theoretical Framework and lens through which this study was examined. As Minarki & Lintner
(2013) pointed out, much of the focus has been on what individuals with disabilities fail to do or
accomplish instead of what gifts and talents can be used. Using this approach would endorse the
continued marginalization of these students instead of expanding on the untapped potential of
this population.
Instead of following the trend of highlighting potential challenges faced by students with
Autism Spectrum Disorder in post-secondary education as shown in the review of previous
literature, this study highlighted the strengths, gifts, and assets that students with ASD offer to
the post-secondary arena, using Appreciative Inquiry and Q methodology. This study highlighted
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the unique perspective of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder, their experiences, and
contributions to education, campus life, and society as seen through their own eyes.
Lastly, this study highlighted the lack of disability awareness and training for higher
education leaders. Kroeger & Shuck in Aune (1998) warned that higher education leaders must
“stop thinking ‘special’ because the consequence of ‘special’ is separate (p. 105). As higher
education leaders, we must stop expecting the student to change and start changing the climate of
the university (Mole, 2013). This study included practical implications for higher education
leaders and administrators, based on the voices of students with ASD, in order to encourage
awareness, training, and advocacy.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Students with varying disabilities, and specifically Autism Spectrum Disorders are
attending colleges and universities at record numbers (Hansen, 2014). Researchers have
attempted to pinpoint various supports and accommodations needed by students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder in order to aid in their chances of success (Lawrence, Alleckson, &
Bjorkland, 2010; Zager & Alphern, 2010; Hammond, 2015; Ciccantelli, 2014; Ardreon &
Durocher, 2007; Wenzel & Rowley, 2010; Lee & Carter, 2012; Briel, & Getzel, 2009;
VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008). While several needs of these students have been
identified, the foci of research have been to locate a deficit and then fix the issue so that the
student can blend into the background of higher education.
Mole (2013) advocated the notion that students with disabilities are being excluded from
the research process and that their voices are not being heard, while Hammond (2015) noted that
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much of the current research has been from the point of view of the researcher as the expert and
not the individual being ‘studied.’ This study used Q methodology and Appreciative Inquiry in
order to give a voice to a marginalized population and reveal similar viewpoints amongst degreeseeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder in reference to perceptions of experiences in
higher education. Rationale for the utilization of Q Methodology, the development of the
Concourse and Q Sample, the person set, procedures, and data analysis, along with researcher
positionality, ethical considerations and limitation/delimitations of the study are discussed at
length in this chapter.
Research Question
The purpose of this study was to explore the higher education experiences and
perceptions of degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder, with a focus on
Appreciative Inquiry. The research question was, “What are the perceptions of degree-seeking
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder on their experiences in a higher education transition
program?” The research question was used in both phases of the study; in Phase One while
gathering information to create a representative concourse to create the Q set and Phase Two
which involved 30 participants who utilized this research question to guide their Q sort and
answer follow up questions pertaining to each sort.
The research question was exploratory in nature and suggested that students experience a
determinate range of experiences within a higher education transition program. Q methodology
was utilized because of its subjectivity, exploratory nature, and specifically, because of its ability
to aid in exploration of the limited range of individual experiences of students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder in post-secondary education.
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Rationale for Using Q Methodology
According to McKeown & Thomas (2013), “the primary purpose of undertaking a Q
study is to discern people’s perceptions of their world from the vantage point of self-reference”
(p 1). Participants in a Q study have an opportunity to inflict their own meaning into the items in
a particular Q set, whereas the particular sort becomes unique to each participant (Watts &
Stennar, 2012). This research study seeks to allow each participant to leave a recognizable
impression, captured in the form of a Q sort (p. 65). This methodology will lend well to the
population of individuals it seeks to capture in that it does not define or anticipant what results
the study could yield, but instead, depends on the participants to create a unique perspective.
Chapter II reviewed a plethora of research examining the identified needs of students
with Autism Spectrum Disorder within the realm of Post-Secondary Education. The rationale for
using Q methodology was multifaceted. First, as detailed in Chapter II, individuals with Autism
Spectrum Disorder are currently characterized as communicating in a different manner than
those without a diagnosis of Autism. Due to their difficulty recognizing facial and social cues,
conversations can often drift off topic and lack relevant background information when
introducing new questions (Adreon & Durocher, 2012; Lewis, 2009). The unique communication
style of individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder, coupled with social anxiety in general
communication led this researcher to stray from a traditional qualitative method of research that
would focus on lengthy, in-depth interviews.
MacLeod, Lewis, & Robertson (2013) suggested that researchers within the Autism
community must become familiar with and execute research studies that can be adapted to the
specific needs of participants. In an attempt to truly cater to the communication preference of
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many participants and create an environment in which ideas, thoughts, and concepts can be
encouraged and honored, Q methodology was chosen by this researcher. According to Brown
(1993), “Q methodology provides a foundation for the systemic study of subjectivity, a person’s
viewpoint, opinion, beliefs, attitude, and the like, and allows participants to give their own
meaning to the statements being sorted” (Brouwer, 1999).
Second, in an article by Dossa (2003), it was recognized that marginalized groups often
use silence and storytelling to voice their perspectives; however, the voices of students with
Autism Spectrum Disorder (minus researcher imposed meaning) have been largely excluded
(Mole, 2013). The fact that voices of individuals with Autism are absent in a large portion of
research demonstrates the need for “current research practices to adapt in order to be accessible
to different communication styles” (MacLeod, Lewis, & Robertson, 2013).
Lastly, Smith (2001) suggested that traditional studies that have been conducted with this
population often involve surveys and questionnaires, which are categorized by the researcher,
thus imposing certain meanings on participants. Q methodology focuses on the subjectivity or
“the communication of a personal point of view” (McKeowen & Thomas, 2013) and is expressed
through verbal or other sensory resources (p. 2). A qualitative study conducted in 2014, also
examining the experiences of Higher Education students with Autism Spectrum Disorder by
VanHees, Moyson, & Roeyers stated the following:
“Given that students with ASD experience difﬁculties with theory of mind and mentioned
problems with reﬂective thinking it would also be valuable to examine the perceptions of
their parents, of their disability providers and of the informal network which supports
them, in order to identify additional opinions and support needs.”
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The mentioned ‘theory of mind’ and challenges in reflective thinking were precisely what this
researcher was attempting to pinpoint in this study. The unique perspectives of participants drove
this particular study and were not considered to be a limitation.
The Concourse and Q Sample
VanExel & DeGraaf (2005) summarized the steps to conducting a Q study: “(1)
Definition of the concourse; (2) development of the Q sample; (3) selection of the P set; (4) Q
sorting; and (5) analysis and interpretation” and then defined the concourse as “all of the possible
statements the respondents can make about the subject at hand” (p. 16). The concourse of this
study was taken directly from participant feedback, existing literature, and programmatic
objectives. This study encouraged participants to sort and rank self-generated statements,
allowing the true perspective of each participant to shine through. McKeown & Thomas (2013)
noted that concourse dialogue should remain as natural as possible and Watts & Stenner (2012)
declared that a Q study should highlight the key viewpoints amongst the participants and present
those viewpoints in a holistic and well organized manner.
The first step of Q methodology included an optional component of a Concourse
Question guide so that the concourse questions can be developed. The concourse may be
constructed and obtained utilizing a variety of references. For the purposes of this study, the
concourse was developed from the literature presented in Chapter II, students within the postsecondary transition program, and programmatic initiatives. McKeown & Thomas (2013) noted
that “in-person interviewing is most consistent with the principle of self-reference” and if direct
interviews are not appropriate for the population of participants, a researcher may utilize written
narratives, which can be considered an equivalent to in-person interviews (p. 19). For the
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purpose of this study, the interviews were acquired through post sort questions via computer in
order to cater to the communication style of the participants.
Students who agreed to participate in the pre-sorting interviews were given one open
ended question via computer to which they were asked to list a maximum of ten words or
phrases that describe their experience within a particular facet of higher education, with a focus
on positive experiences and attributes. For this initial feedback session, the researcher was
present in the room while students provided feedback on a paper survey application. In this
study, not all feedback provided in the initial interview was included in the concourse. The initial
interviews provided this researcher with a participant-lead path to direct focus towards a
particular question of interest, in order to develop the final Q set. The question presented to
participants for the purposes of development of the Q set can be found in the Appendix section
of this document (Appendix C).
Once the concourse was developed, the Q sample was then developed based on the
responses by participants, existing literature, and programmatic objectives. McKeown & Thomas
(2013) defined a Q sample as “the total commentary on a given issue” (p. 23). The original
concourse question was purposefully created to be open-ended so that participants could define
the word “experiences.” Participants submitted a variety of responses ranging from “learning to
drive a car” to “presenting at an art show.” Statements were all combined in like responses and
then responses that did not fit for the purposes of this study were not included.
From the Q sample, the Q set was then developed. Brown (1993), stated that the
development of the Q set is an “art more than a science” and a Q set can be developed by using
an emerging theme found within the concourse or imposed by the researcher based on a
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theoretical construct. The theoretical framework guiding this study is Appreciative Inquiry and
therefore this study reflected a deductive analytic approach, “in which certain analytic outcomes
are postulated as a means of shedding light on a predefined theoretical question” (Watts &
Stenner, 2012, p. 96). The Q sample, and the eventual Q set will follow the principles of AI,
lending the researcher to focus selection on the positive, strengths-focused responses in the
concourse to build knowledge and literature in that particular focus.
Condition of Instruction and the Q Set
McKeown & Thomas (2013) asserted that “items constituting a Q sample are rankordered according to the condition of instruction, which serves as a guide for the sorting
process.” The condition of instruction is a “rule” that dictates how respondents should sort a
particular Q set (VanExel & DeGraaf, 2005). For the purposes of this study, participants will be
asked to sort the items provided in the Q set with the following condition of instruction, (+4) for
items that most represent their experiences in a post-secondary transition program and (-4) that
least represent their experiences in a post-secondary transition program. The concept and
definition of “experiences” were defined by the participants and can be found in further detail in
Chapter 4.
Q sets can be comprised of descriptions of various events, behavior, or experiences, as
well as statements or entities (Stephenson, 1952). Watts & Stenner (2012) noted that the final Q
set must grant participants the ability to answer the research question at hand and continuously
relate to the condition of instruction that is discussed later in this chapter. The development of
the Q set should be structured and if balanced, will capture the essence of perspectives in relation
to the research question (Watts & Stennar, 2013; Curt, 1994). This study involved an
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unstructured Q set, to maintain “fluidity” and create a representative sample from the participant
data as a whole (Watts & Stenner, 2012). This study had 36 items for sorting (Curt, 1994;
Brown, 1980), with mindfulness given towards keeping the Q set manageable, as to avoid an
overly taxing situation for participants.
The Person Set
Watts & Stenner (2012) noted that “it is quite usual for Q methodologists to
operate using a very strategic approach to participant recruitment.” Participants in the study
included individuals with a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder or a previous diagnosis of
Asperger’s Syndrome or High Functioning Autism as located in the DSM-IV-TR. Participants
were between the ages of 19 and 26 and were categorized as current, degree-seeking,
undergraduate college students at a four-year institution or recently graduated within 12 months
of the study. Four participants identified as female, and 26 participants identified as male, which
is consistent with diagnosis trends across the country. Autism Spectrum Disorder is typically
diagnosed at a ratio of 5:1, males over females, and because of this, participants in this study
were more likely to identify as “male” (CDC, 2014). Participants identified as currently enrolled
in a post-secondary transition program at a university in Northeast Florida. Participants were
chosen from a theoretical orientation because of their importance to the overarching goals of the
study (Brown, 1986).
This researcher contacted the Disability Resource Center at the University of North
Florida and requested that the identities of students with a diagnosis of ASD who were current
participants in the post-secondary transition program be sent to the Department of Institutional
Research. The Office of Institutional Research then sent out an invitation to students via email
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asking that interested parties visit a pre-prepared link to participate in the research study.
Individuals who participated in the Transition Program in the past but had made the decision to
“drop out” of the program or students who were considered “Inactive” by the transition program
leadership team were not included in the study.
Thirty degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder completed the study,
which according to the standards of Q methodology, 30 to 50 participants are considered to be a
solid sample number (McKeown & Thomas, 2012). A sample of the recruiting email as well as
the participant Informed Consent will be included in the Appendix section of this document (See
Appendix A & B).
Data Collection & Procedures
During the first interaction with participants, each participant was given a
Concourse Development Questionnaire where the definition of “experiences in higher education”
will be defined by the participants themselves. The first phase of the study took approximately
30 minutes an occurred in December 2016. After this interaction, this researcher reviewed all
statements submitted by participants, current literature, and programmatic objectives of the
transition program discussed in Chapter II. Statements were edited and systematically evaluated
and edited for “like-minded” responses. Representative responses were chosen to embody a
category of responses. All statements were organized into four themes (Career Development,
Social/Emotional, Independent Living Skills, and University Support) which created the Q set.
Each statement was then randomly assigned a number and entered into FlashQ for participant
sorting (VanExel & DeGraaf, 2005).
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The second interaction with participants occurred in February 2017 after the initial
concourse development interaction. Particiapnts were presented with a list of statements
developed from the concourse questions and were asked to sort the statements. The statements
provided belonged to a single research question chosen by this researcher and participants sorted
the Q set by using FlashQ, a Q Methodology software program. In a comparative study
conducted by Reber, Kaufman, & Cropp (2000), it was noted that there is no significant
difference between conducting a Q study on paper or via computer program in the areas of
reliability or validity. Based on the expertise of this researcher, extent informal interviews, and
observations from past interactions with participants/other students diagnosed with Autism
Spectrum Disorder, a computer software program was the chosen method for Q sorting.
Participants were given a link to the study on FlashQ. First, participants signed a study
consent and were then asked to sort responses into three categories, one category of items in
which they felt most represented their experiences, one category of items that least represented
their experiences, and one category in which they described as neutral. Once these items were
sorted into their prospective three categories, participants were then asked to place their
responses into a forced distribution. For this study, the forced distribution flowed from -4 to +4
in the following manner: ±4 (three statements), ±3 (three statements), ±2 (four statements), ±1
(five statements), 0 (six statements). Positive statements (statements in which the participants felt
most represented their experiences) were placed to the right of the “0” and negative statements
(statements in which the participants felt least represented their experiences) to the left
(McKeown & Thomas, 2013). Once the sort had been completed, participants were given the
opportunity to switch or move any statements within the sort to ensure that the sort correctly
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depicted the participants’ experiences. Throughout the study, the condition of
instruction/research question was placed at the top of the Q sort to provide participants with a
visual prompt/reminder of the question being asked. Figure 1 pictures the Q sort spread.

Figure 1
The final step in the study involved post-sorting questions, so that this researcher could
better understand the perceptions and experiences of participants. For the purposes of this study,
participants were given several post-sort questions to clarify their experiences in attempts to
“achieve a full, rich, and more detailed understanding of each participant’s Q sort (Watts &
Stenner, 2012). Because the theoretical framework of this study is Appreciative Inquiry, the postsort questions given to participants loosely followed the 4-D model presented in Chapter II. The
post-sort questions included further clarification for experiences placed in the +3 and +4
categories as well as post sort questions requesting clarification for experiences placed in the -3
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and -4 categories. The post-sort response questions provided an additional level of information to
assist in study results and further explain participant experiences.
Data Analysis
Once all statements had been collected from participants, all data was recorded into an excel
spreadsheet and participants were each given a code. During the first step of analysis, the
correlation matrix was created using program software PQMethod. A Correlation Matrix is a
representation of the relationships (both nature and extent) that exists between all sorts collected
and therefore represents 100% of the viewpoints in the study (Watts & Stenner, 2012). This
matrix can also be indicative of the level of dissimilarity that exists amongst the sorts. This
researcher identified the highest and lowest scores on the correlation matrix; the highest scores
being 94, 78, 72, 64, & 60 and the largest negative score obtained from the matrix was -48.
Larger scores obtained from the correlation matrix indicate a higher degree of relationship
between sorts, whereas a lower score would indicate a moderately negative relationship between
sorts. These scores will be discussed in depth in the Results of Chapter IV.
Next, the process of factor analysis occurred and the number of factors to be included were
selected. Brown (1980) revealed that participants fall into natural groupings and classifications
based on the way each chose to sort the statements. Variability must be considered during the
process of factor analysis as the factors should account for as much variability as possible to
truly represent participant subjectivity (Brown, 1980; Watts & Stenner, 2012; McKeown &
Thomas, 2013). To identify the correct number of factors for this study, this researcher
performed the following recommended criteria from Table 1 in the following order:
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Kaiser-Guttman Criterion
(Eigenvalues)
(Watts & Stenner, 2012)

Eigenvalues of Factors must
be >1. Calculated by
summing the squared loading
of all the sorts on a factor (p
104).

The Magic Number 7
(Brown, 1980)
Watt’s & Stenner’s 6-8
Rule
(Watts & Stenner, 2012)
Explained Variance

“Due to experience, 7 factors
are usually correct” (p 223).
One factor per every 6-8
participants (p 107).

Two significant factor
loadings

The amount of variance
explained within all factors
should be above 50%.
Two significant factor
loadings should exist within
each factor

All 8 Factors passed criteria:
Factor 1: (5.8), Factor 2:
(2.8), Factor 3: (2.5), Factor
4: (2.2), Factor 5: (2.1),
Factor 6: (1.8), Factor 7:
(1.7), Factor 8: (1.6)
8th factor eliminated to 7
factors.
30 participants/6 = 5 Factors
30 participants/8= 4 Factors
6th factor eliminated.
5 Factors- 52% variance
4 Factors- 45% variance
(5 Factors Chosen).
Provided further justification
for 5 Factor Choice.
Factor 1: (12), Factor 2: (5),
Factor 3: (4), Factor 4: (3),
Factor 5: (3)
Table 1

This researcher utilized an applied methodical approach (factor solution) to justify the use of the
final Five Factors chosen for the study. The results will be discussed at length in Chapter IV.
Next, rotation of factors occurred using varimax rotation to explore groupings from multiple
angles. Varimax rotates according to Thurstone’s (1947) principle of simple structure, providing
the maximum amount of variance amongst all factors (Watts & Stenner (2012), ensuring that
high loadings are represented on a particular factor (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). Even though
Brown (2006) indicated that when conducting studies with marginalized a by hand rotation may
give a “more detailed examination of perceptions and misperceptions” of participants. A by hand
rotation was determined to be a “risky” choice for this study to avoid highlighting the researchers
understanding of a factor, instead of the participant (p. 376). To ensure that the rotation reflected
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the voice of the participants and not that of the researcher, this researcher performed the Q sort to
be aware of any and all biases.
To organize and interpret each factor, a crib sheet was created using Watts & Stenner’s
model found in “Doing Q Methodological Research,” (2012). The crib sheet provided this
researcher with an open platform to study each response relative to one another. The crib sheet
categorized statements in each factor into the following categories to the studied: Statements
Ranked at +4, Statements Ranked Higher in this factor than in any other factor, Statements
Ranked Lower in this factor than in any other factor, Statements Ranked at -4, Statements
Ranked at 0, and Additional Statements associated with this factor. Watts and Stenner (2012)
suggested that researchers need to include as many statements in a factor to truly highlight the
whole viewpoint and that individual items are not nearly as powerful as their relation to the
whole. The crib sheet process gave this researcher a more focused and methodical way of
looking at factors within small groups (2-3 statements), large groups (5-10 statements), each
factor individually, and all factors to support the notion of a holistic interpretation. Researcher
crib sheets can be found in the Appendix (F).
Delimitations of the Study
The research design included only participants who met the following criteria; enrolled in
post-secondary institution in Northeast Florida, current participant in a College Transition
Program at their enrolled university, registered with the Disability Resource Center at their postsecondary institution, and have a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder and/or a former
diagnosis of Asperger’s Syndrome, or High Functioning Autism. The time of the study took
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place from December 2016 to March 2017 and included two separate, 1-hour meetings with
participants.
Participants were between the ages of 18 and 30 and categorized as current undergraduate
college students at a four-year institution or recently graduated within 12 months of the study.
Individuals who participated in the Transition Program but had dropped out or were considered
“Inactive” by the transition program for over 12 months were not included in the study.
Ethical Considerations
This researcher is one of the founders of the transition program from which the
participants in the study will be recruited. Although this researcher was involved in day to day
activities for the first 3 years of the program, this researcher no longer has an active role in
program decisions or day to day programmatic leadership. While some still interpret this
previous involvement a “conflict of interest,” both trust and comfort will play a large role in this
study. MacLeod, Lewis, & Robertson (2014) note that it is often difficult for researchers who are
considered to be “outsiders” to attempt to interpret the motivations of individuals who may view
the world differently and that it can often lead to misinterpreted intentions. They then go on to
highlight the power differentiation between researcher and participants, suggesting that this
dynamic may also lead to inaccuracies and misrepresentation when conducting research with
students with disabilities (p. 408). Based on previous research, it is the opinion of this researcher
that it will be of benefit to some of the participants to have had previous contact with this
researcher in both formal and informal capacities, allowing for a foundation of comfort and
respect to act as the base of the study.
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Social anxiety, one of the marked characteristics of Autism Spectrum Disorder can peak
also during interactions with individuals with whom they are not familiar (Lawson, 2001). With
previous interactions and past conversations of a non-research orientation as a foundation, it is
the expectation that the social anxiety of participants will be less than if the participants had no
previous contact with this researcher. It is for this reason that this researcher chose the particular
research site and the specific population of participants.
The research design and protocol for data collection was approved by the University of
North Florida Institutional Review Board in November 2016, prior to beginning the study. The
approval letter from the University of North Florida is located in the Appendix section of this
document (Appendix E). Participants were provided with an informed consent form to complete
prior to participation in the study. All participants were at least 18 years of age and legally able
to provide their own informed consent. Participants were informed of confidentiality in writing
and gave consent prior to beginning the sort. Informed Consent & Confidentiality statement is
also located within the Appendix section of this document (Appendix B).
The identities of the participants remained confidential in order to increase the likelihood
that participants would give honest responses during the Q sort process and on the post Q sort
interview. Each participant was assigned a non-identifiable code. No identifying names were
ever obtained and participants were coded based on the order in which their sort was completed.
Only the assigned codes were used for organizing and analyzing the data. Clear expectations of
all participants were delivered verbally and in written format. Participants were informed of any
potential risks and benefits related to participation in the study.
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Researcher Positionality
Maher and Tetreault (2001) explain, “knowledge [is] valid when it takes into account the
knower’s specific position in any context, a position always defined by gender, race, class and
other socially significant dimensions” (p. 22). I am conducting this study because I have a
personal and professional interest in research revolving around higher education, equal access,
and Autism Spectrum Disorder.
It is the position of this researcher that post-secondary education has an opportunity to
“pave the way” by making college campuses even more inclusive and accommodating for
students with disabilities. Currently, the lack of support on campus for students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder can be seen in the abysmal unemployment rates, continued decline of
retention rates, and continued report of lower rates of life satisfaction. It is the responsibility of
the university system to ensure that students have appropriate accommodations in order to
increase the rate of success. By denying or not offering social accommodations because it does
not constitute as an “academic accommodation,” institutions are securing the failure of many of
its students. In their research article, Leake & Stodden (2012) stated:
“Once campuses have become places where all students are supported to learn, regardless
of their diverse needs, then we can all begin to feel the shift from a “rights based
approach” to a “what’s right” approach to supporting students with disabilities in higher
education” (p 406).
It is the position of this researcher that much more needs to be done so that all students on
college campuses have an equal opportunity to define their own success. Because of the strong
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positionality of this researcher, researcher performed the Q sort to reveal any personal bias that
may affect the analysis of this study.
Chapter Summary
As discussed throughout Chapter II, research on the experiences of degreeseeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder is in its infancy. Furthermore, many researchers
have acknowledged (Mole, 2013; Orr & Goodman, 2010; Hammond, 2015; Leake & Stodden,
2012; Masterson & Meeks, 2013; Adreon & Durocher, 2012) that very little research has given a
voice to students with disabilities. This study attempts to tackle the large gap in the literature by
providing the perspective of the participant and allowing each participant to define their own
experiences.
Chapter III detailed Q methodology and why this research modality was chosen for the
particular population of participants. It is the belief of this researcher that participants should
explore and assign their own meaning to the research question, which is supported by the
principles of Q methodology (Brown, 1993). The development of the Concourse was created
from a Concourse Questionnaire, given to participants during data collection in December 2016.
The answers provided by participants were then analyzed by researcher and combined with
current literature and programmatic objectives from the transition program. Statements were then
grouped into four categories, from which a singular question of concentration was selected.
During data collection, approximately 30 participants were asked to sort statements
regarding their perceptions of their experiences in a post-secondary transition program.
Participants sorted statements from the Q sample using FlashQ software. Data was then
organized and interpreted to reveal participant responses. Post-sort questions were used to add to
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the richness of the study and provide clarity for participant responses. The results of this study
will be discussed in Chapter IV of this document.
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Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of degree-seeking students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder in a post-secondary transition program. The results of this study include the
sorts from 30 participants. During a search of the existing literature in this field by this
researcher, no studies using Q Methodology as a research tool with degree-seeking students with
Autism Spectrum Disorder could be located. As a result, this study may be the largest sample of
degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder to complete a Q Methodology study. It
is the hope of this researcher that a much needed “voice” was given to these participants in a way
that had yet to be initiated and that future research continues to a use person and participantcentered focus to drive its initiatives and goals. Previous qualitative and quantitative studies have
attempted to pinpoint challenges, barriers, and burdens that students with ASD face within
higher education. Guided by a theoretical framework of Appreciative Inquiry, the current study
sought to encourage participants to identify their most positive and beneficial experiences within
a post-secondary transition program to shift the focus from student deficit-based approaches to
asset-based approaches.
Chapter III discussed Q Methodology at length, why it was chosen for this study, and
how it was specifically utilized within the context of this study. Chapter IV is organized into ten
sections as follows: Introduction, Q Data Analysis, Factor Analysis, Overview of Factor
Descriptions, Factor Descriptions and Characteristics, Factor Interpretation, Consensus
Statements, Distinguishing Statements, and Chapter Summary. The purpose of Chapter IV is to
deeply analyze each factor, identify and discuss a common theme amongst factor contributors,
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identify commonalities among 5 factors and present this data in “a simple and consistent
method” (Watts & Stenner, 2012).
Q Data Analysis
Three statistical procedures are used in Q methodology data analysis: correlation, factor
analysis, and the computation of factor scores (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). As discussed in
Chapter III, correlation determines the degree of similarity among each participant sort (Watts &
Stenner, 2012). Once each correlation has been calculated, PQMethod places all calculations in a
correlation matrix. Factor analysis then occurs and sorts are placed in “like” or similar groups.
Finally, factor scores and factor arrays are produced for all statements for each factor. Watts &
Stenner (2012) revealed that factor arrays are a single sort developed to represent a particular
factor’s viewpoint and that factor arrays form the foundation for all future factor interpretations.
The above procedures were performed using the PQMethod computer program, which generated
the statistical outputs used for analysis.
Participants in this study consisted of (n= 30) individuals, who have an existing diagnosis
of Autism Spectrum Disorder (or were previously diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome or High
Functioning Autism). Participants were all degree-seeking students attending (or had recently
graduated from) a 4-year state college in Northeast Florida. Participants ranged in ages between
18 and 26 and participants were also encouraged to share their college year (freshman,
sophomore, etc). Six participants identified as college freshmen, 6 participants identified as
college sophomores, 8 participants identified as college juniors, 8 participants identified as
college seniors, and 2 participants identified as having recently graduated within the past 12
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months. The self-disclosed college year data shows a fairly even split between the 4 college
years, allowing for a wider perspective.
Participants were encouraged to identify and enter their own gender, and therefore the
study consisted of 26 individuals who identified as male, 3 individuals who identified as female,
and 1 individual who identified as non-binary woman. This participant gender breakdown
continues to be consistent with worldwide trends of males receiving an Autism diagnosis at a
rate of 5:1 over females. Participants were also asked to self-identify their race and ethnicity.
Self-identified ethnic make-up of participants consisted of 25 participants who identified as
Caucasian/White, 3 participants who identified as Asian, and 2 participants who identified as
Black.
During the concourse phase, participants were asked “What are the best experiences that
you have had as a degree-seeking college student with Autism Spectrum Disorder?” The
question asked was open-ended and followed the Theoretical framework of Appreciative Inquiry
by focusing on “the best of what is.” Ten participants contributed to the concourse building and
87 statements were collected from participants. A copy of the Concourse Statement Pilot Study
can be found in the Appendix Section (Appendix G). After reviewing all statements for “like”
responses, statements were decreased to 20 participant responses. This researcher then returned
to the literature and added statements in which students had revealed positive campus
experiences. These statements were then combined with the goals and objectives outlined in the
Transition Program. These goals and objectives were outlined and discussed in detail in Chapter
II. From participant responses, extent literature, and programmatic objectives, 36 statements
were created for participants to sort in the next phase.
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For the sorting phase, participants who showed interest in contributing to the study were
given a Q sort link created using FlashQ. All statements, along with instructions, consent, and
condition of instruction were pre-loaded by researcher previous to sorting. Participants sorted 36
statements into a forced distribution grid with placement ranging from -4 to +4. Participants were
asked: “As a degree-seeking student with Autism Spectrum Disorder, what experiences have you
had in a post-secondary transition program that has best supported your personal
development?” The computer program used (FlashQ), first asked participants to place the
statements in 3 separate categories: positive, neutral, and negative. Once all statements had been
arranged, participants were asked to arrange statements that “MOST represent my experiences”
to “LEAST represent my experiences” and place the statements into the grid.
Once all statements were placed in the grid, participants were then given the opportunity
review and rearrange any statements and respond to optional, post-sort follow up questions.
Brown (1980) noted that port-sort questions and interviews can aid the researcher in shedding
light on sorted statements that may seem unclear. Brown went on to say that the post sort
questions can also provide information to the researcher as to the sincerity and strength of
feelings towards a participants’ statement placings (p 201). Participant answers to the post-sort
questions were read and provided as clarity for factor arrays. Answers were also used to further
provide clarity on statements placed within certain areas of the grid as well as tool for analysis
which is addressed later in this chapter. A sample of the post-sort questions can be found in
Appendix D). Once the individual sort was submitted, the results were numbered in the order of
completed sort. Participants were then coded by researcher to include gender, age, ethnicity, year
in school, and a corresponding letter to denote order (Example: F200111A).
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Correlation Matrix
Correlation statistics are used to determine the amount of “likeness” between two sets of
data (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Scores for correlation statistics range between 1.0 (a perfect
correlation) and -1.0 (inverse relationship) and 0 indicating that there is no relationship or
correlation between data. The higher the number, the higher the commonality that exists between
two sets of data. The correlation matrix, generated by PQMethod, reflected the relationships
between each sort within the group of participants. In this study, the largest correlation found
between two sorts had a .94 correlation (Sort 19 & Sort 20). This is considered to be a very
highly positive correlation between sorts. This score was followed by Sort 19 & Sort 18 at .78
correlation and Sort 20 & Sort 18 at a .72 correlation. There were also an additional two sets of
sorts that had a correlation score above 50%. Sorts 13 & 6 had a .64 correlation, while sorts 23 &
16 scored a .60. The above-mentioned sort scores seem to indicate a positive correlation, with
.94 indicating the strongest correlation between all sorts. The greatest negative correlation within
the matrix was between Sort 28 & Sort 12, which scored at -.48. This score denotes a moderate
negative correlation between the two sorts.
Factor Analysis
Factor Extraction. The first stage of factor analysis involves extracting numbers from
the correlation matrix in order develop factors. Factorization acts to simplify a researcher’s
interpretation process by lending statistical clarity and lending focus to the natural groupings of
subjective issues (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). PQ Method has a standard output of 8 factors
that were calculated and provided to this researcher. Each factor went through a rigorous set of
criteria in order to focus on those factors that contained the greatest “richness” for this study. The
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first criteria utilized in this research is known as the most common criterion for inclusion in a Q
study (Watts & Stenner, 2012). The Kaiser-Guttman Criterion, or otherwise known as
eigenvalues states that only values that are above 1.00 should be used (p 106). While evaluating
the output of loaded factors, 8 in total from PQMethod, all 8 loaded factors met that criteria
(Factor 1 EV: 5.9; Factor 2 EV: 2.80; Factor 3 EV: 2.52; Factor 4 EV: 2.26; Factor 5 EV: 2.1;
Factor 6 EV: 1.8; Factor 7 EV: 1.7; Factor 8 EV: This researcher then turned to the “Rule of 7”
presented by Brown (1980) that states that “based on experience, 7 factors are generally
acceptable” (p 223). Because of the novice status of this researcher, Brown’s advice was heeded
and the Factor selection was taken from 8 Factors to 7 Factors.
Watts & Stenner (2012) remarked that the decision of how many factors to include can be
a difficult one, and suggested that a good starting point for novice Q Methodologists is to have 1
Factor per every 6-8 participants. Based on this suggestion, this researcher took the number of
participants (n=30) and divided that number by 6, 7, and 8 (n=30/8 = 3.75) (n=30/7= 4.3)
(n=30/6 = 5). Both 7 & 8 were rounded to 4 Factors, suggesting 7-8 participants per sort and 6
suggested 5 Factors containing 6 participants per factor. This researcher then turned to Explained
Variance in order to continue the decision-making process and decide between 4 or 5 Factors to
represent this study, thus eliminating the need for a 6th Factor.
“Explained Variance is calculated by summing the squared loadings of all the Q sorts
within a particular factor” (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p 104). Explained variance of each remaining
factor in the Unrotated Factor Matrix (Appendix I) was then calculated and can be seen in Table
2 below:
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Factor

Explained Variance

Percentage of EV

Factor 1

20

.20%

Factor 2

9

.09%

Factor 3

8

.08%

Factor 4

8

.08%

Factor 5

7

.07%

Total

52

52% of Total
Variance Explained
Table 2

Once the EV was calculated for each Factor, it was noted by this researcher that 5 Factors
combined accounted for 52% of the variance, in comparison with 4 Factors which would only
account for 45% of the explained variance. Returning to the literature, Watts & Stenner (2012)
noted that high EV’s are generally positive and anything within the region of 35-40% would be
considered sound variance. Within existing literature, both Brown (1980) and McKeown &
Thomas (2013) suggested it better to include more factors, rather than less, to present participant
experiences properly.
The final statistical assessment conducted by this researcher was to ensure that each of
the remaining 5 Factors had approximately 2 or more Significant Factor Loadings. Significant
factor loadings are calculated using the formula 2.58x (1 / square root of the number of items
within the Q set). Based on the 36 statements of this study, the threshold for a Significant Factor
Loading was calculated to be .43 at a confidence level of .01. All 5 Factors contained 2 or more
Significant Factor Loadings, thus providing additional confirmation that 5 Factors would be
appropriate to include within the context of this study.
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Factor Rotation . Factor Rotation then occurred using varimax rotation to explore
groupings from multiple angles. Factor Rotation is described by Watts & Stenner (2012) as being
similar to a professor in the lecture hall:
“All the eyes in the lecture theatre are trained on the same target object, the
lecturer, but each and every seating position offers its occupant a unique
viewpoint or perspective in relation to that object (p 115).”
Factor Rotation occurred within this study by way of PQ Method to guide attention toward the
multitude of perspectives within each given Q sort response. The rotated Factors were then
recalculated for Explained Variance and eiganvalues, which will be given in depth in the
description and characteristics section.
Factor Correlations Between Factor Scores. Factor Correlations between factor scores
are calculated to determine the degree of correlation between one factor and another. Table 3
indicates the between factor correlations for this study.

Table 3
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For the purposes of this study, any loadings greater than 2.58(0.167) = ±.43 is considered
statistically significant at the .01 confidence level. In the table above, perfect correlations are
shown at a 1.0 and are only found when comparing the same Factor. Correlation between factor
scores were as follows: Factor 1 & Factor 2 had a correlation of (.1874); Factor 1 & Factor 3 had
a correlation score of (.3342); Factor 1 & Factor 4 had a correlation score of (.2101); Factor 1 &
Factor 5 had a correlation score of (-.0316). Factor 2 & Factor 3 had a correlation scores of
(.1865); Factor 2 & Factor 4 had a correlation score of (.1694); Factor 2 & Factor 5 had a
correlation score of (.0730). Factor 3 & Factor 4 had a correlation score of (.2651); Factor 3 &
Factor 5 had a correlation score of (.1913). Factor 4 & 5 had a correlation score of (.0262).
Of the above factor scores, Factor 1 & Factor 3 had the highest correlation with a score of
(.3342). This correlation is considered to be a low/moderate correlation between the two factors.
It is not statistically significant, however, because the score is below the necessary .43. The
remaining factor scores appear to indicate a weak/very weak correlation between all factors. This
appears to indicate that each factor represents a truly unique factor perspective and does not
overlap with any other factor. The representation of 5 unique perspectives also provides further
support for this researchers’ choice to select a 5-Factor Solution.
Factor Descriptions and Characteristics. The explained variance, eigenvalues, and
defining sorts were calculated by PQMethod and the full table can be found below. Eigenvalues
for each factor are as follows: Factor 1: (3.3), Factor 2: (2.7), Factor 3 (3.3), Factor 4: (3.3), and
Factor 5: (3.3). Factor 1 explained 11% of the variance, Factor 2 explained 9% of the variance,
Factor 3 explained 11% of the variance, Factor 4 explained 11% of the variance, and Factor 5
explained 11% of the variance, totaling at 53% of the total variance explained. Factor 1 was
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reported as having seven sorts above the .43 threshold, ranging from .4427 to .7543. Factor 2 had
four sorts above the .43 threshold, ranging from .6159 to .8169. Factor 3 had five sorts above the
.43 threshold ranging from .4522 to .8161. Factor 4 had four sorts above the .43 threshold,
ranging from .4656 to .7116. Factor 5 had seven sorts above the .43 threshold, ranging from
.4803 to .6180.
Three of the five factors also contained negative factor loadings within the grouping. A
negative loading would suggest that the sort represents a mirror image or inverse perspective
compared with the other sorts within the same factor. This will be discussed at length when
interpretation of each factor occurs in the next section. Factor 1 contained one negative factor
loading of (-.4396), Factor 2 contained two negative factor loadings of (-.4630) and (-.4369).
Factor 5 contained one negative factor loading of (-.5365) respectively.
The table seen below represents additional data that was compiled by PQMethod,
including the number of defining variables, the average reliability coefficient, composite
reliability, and standard error of factor scores.

Table 4
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The number of defining variables is the number of individuals who had significant loading on
each factor and only that factor. In the above table, Factor 1 had six defining variables, Factor 2
had four defining variables, Factor 3 had five defining variables, Factor 4 had 5 defining
variables, and Factor 5 had 7 defining variables. The reliability coefficient refers to the
likelihood that a participant completing this sort would complete the sort the same way in
successive sorts and the composite score is (.80). The scores for composite reliability in this
study ranged from .941 to .966, lending to the belief that the computed factors are of a constant
and reliable nature.
PQ Method also produced a Consensus Statement, whereas one statement (out of the 36
statements) was determined to be sorted within the same spot among all Factors. Statement #36:
Receiving understanding and support of my diagnosis from professors was ranked in the
following places by each factor: Factor 1 ranked the statement (0) with a rank score of (-.21),
Factor 2 ranked the statement (-1) with a rank score of (-.59), Factor 3 ranked the statement (0)
with a rank score of (.12), Factor 4 ranked the statement (-1) with a rank score of (-.16), and
Factor 5 ranked the statement (-1) with a rank score of (-.21). Watts & Stenner advised
researchers to pay attention to the consensus statements because they can be very useful in
interpretation and can often highlight a “possible need for improvement” area (2012, p 218). The
consensus statement and how it relates within the context of this study will be discussed in depth
in the next section.
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Factor Interpretation
McKeown & Thomas (2013) noted the following about the Q Methodology process:
“Q Methodology, properly understood, is a combination of interrelated
components: technique (Q sorting), analytic methods (correlation, factor analysis,
and computing factor scores), and methodology (a comprehensive logic of inquiry
drawing on behaviorism, indeterminacy, quantum theory, and abductory logic)”
(p 69).
For this study, the process of factor interpretation began with utilizing statistical means to
develop correlations between individual sorts. Both factor analysis and correlations aided with
the process of organizing data into manageable quantities. Factor arrays were developed after
intense statistical procedures were applied and organized into similar groupings that shared the
same viewpoints. This cornerstone of Q Methodology is the promise of a holistic and thorough
interpretation (Brown, 1980; Watts & Stenner, 2012). In analyzing the sorts, 5 Factors were
identified from the 30 participants. When referring to Q set statements, all statements were
denoted in the following manner: Statement 12 denoted as “S12,” followed by the placement for
that statement (+3). The following is an interpretation of how 30 degree-seeking students with
Autism Spectrum Disorder reported their experiences within a post-secondary transition
program. Factor Arrays for the 5 Sorts can be found in Appendix J.
Factor 1: “Intimacy & Inclusion. Factor 1 had an eigenvalue of (3.3) and explained
11% of the total variance. Out of the 30 participants, 5 loaded on Factor 1. The average age of
contributors to Factor 1 was 24 years. All contributors to Factor 1 self-identified as being
Caucasian/White and the group consisted of three participants who identified as seniors, one
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participant who identified as a junior, and one participant who identified as a sophomore. Factor
1 had a gender representation of two self-identified males, one self-identified female, and one
self-identified non-binary woman. The following sorts loaded on Factor 1: (Sort 2, Sort 7, Sort
15, Sort 27, and Sort 28). The following sorts loaded on Factor 1 with non-confounded
significant factor loadings >±0.60: Sort 7 (0.70), Sort 27 (0.75). Sort 2 (.52), Sort 15 (.47), Sort
16 (.44), and Sort 28 (.58) were all additional participants with non-confounded significant factor
loadings >±0.40. There were no negative inverse sorts for Factor 1.
Based on the data, factor arrays, factor z scores, and distinguishing statements, and postsort feedback, participants who contributed to Factor 1 were nicknamed “Intimacy & Inclusion”
by this researcher. The emphasis of Factor 1 throughout the sort was a value on relationships and
connection with others. Individuals who contributed to Factor 1 appeared to truly value the one
on one relational opportunities afforded by the post-secondary transition program as evidenced
by the top three statements for this sort, which all ranked in the +4 slot:
Statement 8: Not feeling judged by peers because of my diagnosis
Statement 29: Meeting with my THRIVE mentors
Statement 35: The warmth received on campus from staff
These contributors seemed drawn to the experiences that would contribute the most to their
personal development of social ability and longevity. It appeared that participants who
contributed to Factor 1 did not simply seek experiences to “better their social skills,” (S1: +3) but
also truly valued the importance of inclusion. These contributors seemed to thrive on deepening
connections and bonds with others (S7: +2; S26: +1). Two participant post-sort responses added
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to this sentiment of inclusivity in their typed responses to Statement 35: The warmth received on
campus from staff:
Participant a: “Everybody seems to be very supportive.”
Participant G: “I receive the same treatment as any other student.”
It is unknown whether these participants defined “staff” as transition program/Disability
Resource Center staff only or staff on campus as a whole. While Participant G’s response may
not seem to exemplify a significant emotion towards the above statement, it is the experience of
this researcher that the occurrence of being “treated like everyone else” is a substantial
experience for students with Autism Spectrum Disorder.
The contributors of Factor 1 noted that one of their most positive experiences was
meeting weekly with a mentor (S29: +4), but post-sort feedback from contributors did not
indicate any specifics on this statement. Because this Factor seemed to value growth in diverse
relationships (S9: +2; S7: +2; S14: +1; S3: +2), it seems contributors also value the sense of
inclusion both on campus and within the transition program, placing extreme importance on
Statement 8: Not feeling judged by peers because of my diagnosis. The following written
feedback was provided in association with Statement 8:
Participant G: “I feel more comfortable talking about my diagnosis, knowing that
people won’t’ make fun of me for it.”
It appears from this statement that inclusion has drastically affected the comfort level of
participants and how they directly relate to their diagnosis.
Individuals who contributed to Factor 1 seemed to have a higher confidence level with
task-oriented experiences and therefore ranked some of these experiences lower than any other
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Factor. Statement 19: Completing household tasks, was ranked a (-4) and was lower on Factor 1
than any other factor. Participants who comprise Factor 1 seemed less concerned with skill-based
activities, task-oriented experiences, and career development (S18: -3; S22: -1; S33: -4). This
was supported in participant post-sort feedback as well. Experiences that did not contribute to the
growth of the individual in his or her quest for meaningful relationships seemed to be ranked
much lower.
The statements in Factor 1 that were rated 0 (S4; S5; S20; S32; S34; S36) seemed to
indicate a true pivot point in the sort, following a right to left flow:
Relational Focus  Understanding Others & Self  “Outside the Self”/Task Oriented
Experiences
Contributors to Factor 1 placed statements pertaining to personal growth, that did not directly
connect with relationship building, in the 0 category (S4; S5; S36), followed by statements of a
task oriented focus (S4; S20; S32; S34). This indicated that the 0 slot in Factor 1 is a place of
pivot and not simply neutrality on the topic.
Factor 2: “The Work in Progress.” Factor 2 had an eigenvalue of (2.7) and explained
9% of the total variance. Out of 30 participants, four loaded on Factor 2. The average age of
contributors to Factor 2 was 21.5 years. All contributors to Factor 2 self-identified as being
Caucasian/White and the group consisted of two participants who identified as seniors, one
participant who identified as a junior, and one participant who identified as a freshman. Factor 2
had a gender representation of all self-identified males. The following sorts loaded on Factor 2:
(Sort 3, Sort 5, Sort 10, and Sort 21). The following sorts loaded on Factor 2 with nonconfounded significant factor loadings >±0.60: Sort 3 (.615), and Sort 10 (.816). Factor 2 had no
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additional participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.40 in the positive
correlation but had two negative sorts: Sort 5 (-.46) and Sort 21 (-.43) indicating inverse
viewpoints within Factor 2.
Based on the data, factor arrays, factor z scores, and distinguishing statements, and postsort feedback, participants who contributed to Factor 2 were nicknamed “The Work in Progress.”
Contributors to Factor 2 seemed to have a high emphasis on personal development, placing most
beneficial experiences in congruence with internal benefits from personal growth and
achievement. The following statements were ranked +4 by Factor 2:
Statement 2: Increasing self-advocacy
Statement 5: Developing more self-confidence
Statement 23: Learning to independently manage my own money
Contributors in Factor 2 indicated that they felt valued for their unique strengths and talents
(S31: +2) which may have been able to occur because of learning self-confidence and selfadvocacy skills within the transition program. Participant J and Participant E had this to say
regarding self-confidence, self-advocacy and being valued for unique strengths:
Participant J: S5: “It’s nice to feel good about yourself and being able to have
faith in your abilities.”
Participant J: S2: “I need to be able to request for the things I want. I need to be
able to do the talk and speeches, and communicate to other people my needs.”
Participant E: S31: “I hear regularly from the THRIVE staff about my talents in
the area of writing and communication. They encourage me to participate in

109
interview, give speeches, write letters, and do other co-curricular activities
available to enhance my learning.”
As stated throughout Chapter II, there has been a strong emphasis on the deficits and challenges
that students with Autism Spectrum Disorder face within the college environment. Both
Participant J and Participant E shared intimate feelings about how meaningful it can be to be
recognized and supported, ultimately leading to higher self-confidence and a deeper
understanding of self-worth. Participant J also had a clear direction of what skills needed to be
acquired and seemed to have a strong sense of self-advocacy in being able to state these needs in
post-sort feedback.
Participants in Factor 2 seemed to have less focus on experiences having to do with
career development (S11: -2; S12: -2; S16: -3; S17: -3) and accommodations (S18: 0; S34: 0,
S33: -3). Participant feedback suggested that these things simply were not a priority or that these
experiences were not a priority at the current moment. Two of the participants who contributed
to Factor 2 sort listed the following statements in the -4 slot:
Statement 3: Increasing awareness of diversity
Statement 29: Meeting with my THRIVE mentor
Statement 32: Being able to “give back” by volunteering on campus and in the
community
Although these statements were ranked at a -4 for two of the four participants, Participant
E and Participant U both had an inverse loading, meaning that they had a mirror image of
responses compared with the other participants within Factor 2. The inverse sorts seemed to still
align with Statement 31: Being valued for my unique strengths and talents but differed when it
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came to the importance of THRIVE mentors and being of service to the community (S29 and
S32). While Participant C stated: “[Having a mentor] did help with my anxiety but it really
didn’t help that much,” Participant E had the opposite experience, “ …THRIVE mentors help
bring clarity to my daily routine and keep me on track.” The difference in experiences could
have been related to a positive vs. negative mentoring experience for these two participants or
different sets of expectations from mentee to mentor.
Factor 3: “Practical Independence.” Factor 3 had an eigenvalue of (3.3) and explained
11% of the total variance. Out of 30 participants, five loaded on Factor 3. The average age of
contributors to Factor 3 was 21.8 years. Contributors to Factor 3 self-identified the following
Race/Ethnicity: two participants self-identified as Caucasian/White, two participants selfidentified as Asian, and one participant self-identified as Black. The group consisted of three
participants who identified as a junior, and two participants who identified as a freshman. Factor
3 had a gender representation of four self-identified males, and one self-identified female. The
following sorts loaded on Factor 3: (Sort 8, Sort 18, Sort 19, Sort 20, and Sort 24). The following
sorts loaded on Factor 3 with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.60: Sort 18 (.739),
Sort 19 (.806), Sort 20 (.816), and Sort 24 (.658). Sort 8 (.452) was the only additional
participant with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.40. There were no inverse
negative sorts for Factor 3.
Based on the data, factor arrays, factor z scores, and distinguishing statements, and postsort feedback, participants who contributed to Factor 3 were nicknamed “Practical
Independence.” Individuals who contributed to this sort seemed to place a great deal of focus on
experiences and skills needed in the “real world” for adult or post-college success. This group
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focused on very practical acquisition of goal-oriented skills. This could be seen in the top-rated
statements for this factor:
Statement 18: Learning and understanding what accommodations I may need in
my future workplace
Statement 23: Learning to independently manage my own money
Statement 24: Developing personal coping strategies to handle stress
About the importance of Statement 24, Participant R specified:
“[Developing personal coping strategies to handle stress] was above all the
reason I came to UNF. Here, I can finally better manage and make peace with my
stress and understand why I react so strongly to certain stimuli and bad
situations.”
The goal-oriented nature of Factor 3 is illustrated in the above statement. Participant R
highlighted the practical skills that were sought to be learned and the successes found in
the experiences within the transition program.
While these contributors seemed to place emphasis on goal-oriented tasks, in contrast to
Factor 2, these contributors did not place emphasis on development of self (S2: -2; S3: -2; S5: -1;
S27: -4). Even though these contributors emphasized an importance in learning what
accommodations may be needed in the future workplace (S18: +4), participants in Factor 3
indicated that “far more time is needed” to have experiences to gain clarity on future career
choices (S15: -4). Statements placed in the 0 slot (S7, S12, S19, S29, S32, and S36) seemed to
indicate true neutral responses in which contributors to Factor 3 did not attribute strong
experiential contributors, yet were not neglected by the program.

112
Factor 4: “Just the Facts.” Factor 4 had an eigenvalue of (3.3) and explained 11% of
the total variance. Out of 30 participants, four loaded on Factor 4. The average age of
contributors to Factor 4 was 21.3 years. Contributors to Factor 4 self-identified the following
Race/Ethnicity: three participants self-identified as Caucasian/White and one participant selfidentified as Asian. The group consisted of two participants who identified as a junior and two
participants who identified a freshman. Factor 4 had a gender representation of three selfidentified males, and one self-identified female. The following sorts loaded on Factor 4 (Sort 4,
Sort 6, Sort 13, and Sort 25). The following sorts loaded on Factor 4 with non-confounded
significant factor loadings >±0.60: Sort 4 (.704), Sort 6 (.705), Sort 13 (.711). Sort 25 (.465) was
the only additional participant with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.40. There
were no inverse negative sorts for Factor 4.
Based on the data, factor arrays, factor z scores, and distinguishing statements, and postsort feedback, participants who contributed to Factor 4 were nicknamed “Just the Facts” by this
researcher. Contributors to Factor 4 seemed to be very academically driven and dedicated to
education-related initiatives. Contributors to Factor 4 seemed to want to understand and take
advantage of many of the non-traditional accommodations and support services offered through
the transition program, such as early registration for classes (S34: +4) and selective housing
(S33: +2). Participant D commented: “I was able to get better suited accommodations here than
at my old college.” Contributors also placed emphasis on the development of confidence in
utilizing on campus services (S27: +3), development of time management skills (S20: +4),
development of a personal class and study schedule that works for me (S22: +4) and ranked these
experiences higher than any other sort.
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Meeting with THRIVE mentor (S29) was rated +3 by those who contributed to Factor 4.
Participant D provided feedback on how an occupational goal (S12) was met by way of a
mentor: “I was able to find a job on campus thanks to my mentor’s help.” The focus of this factor
seemed to be less focused on future-planning and more on the “here and now” of rigorous
academia, but this statement contributed to the notion that positive experiences in one capacity
can aide in positive experiences in another capacity. Participants who contributed to the building
of Factor 4 also seemed more interested learning to master interactions with professionals (S4:
+2) than with peers (S1: -2). With a “no-nonsense, just the facts” type attitude, it would make
sense for these contributors to see the value in learning appropriate social interactions with
professionals who they must navigate on a daily basis in order to achieve academic success,
leading to less emphasis on peer interactions. Lending further confirmation to this assumption,
contributors also ranked interactions with romantic partners (S9) as a -4. Contributors also
ranked the following statements as 0: (S5; S8; S15; S18; S24: S35). These statements seemed to
indicate a neutral tone and contained statements that do not necessarily impact perceived
educational or academic success.
Factor 5: “Work, Work, Work, Work, Work.” Factor 5 had an eigenvalue of (3.3)
and explained 11% of the total variance. Out of 30 participants, 5 loaded on Factor 5. The
average age of contributors to Factor 5 was 22.2 years. Contributors to Factor 5 self-identified
the following Race/Ethnicity: four participants self-identified as Caucasian/White and one
participant self-identified as Black. The group consisted of one participant who identified as a
recent graduate, two participants who identified as seniors, one participant who identified as a
junior, and one participant who identified as a freshman. Factor 5 had a gender representation of
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all self-identified males. The following sorts loaded on Factor 5 (Sort 1, Sort 11, Sort 17, Sort 26,
and Sort 30). Factor 5 had no sorts with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.60. Sort
1 (.454), Sort 11 (.592), Sort 26 (.563), and Sort 30 (.480) were additional participants with nonconfounded significant factor loadings >±0.40. Factor 5 had one negative inverse loading Sort 17
(-.536) indicating an inverse viewpoint within Factor 5.
Based on the data, factor arrays, factor z scores, and distinguishing statements, and postsort feedback, participants who contributed to Factor 5 were nicknamed “Work, Work, Work,
Work, Work” by this researcher. Contributors to Factor 5 seemed to have a sole emphasis on the
future world of work. This researcher originally hypothesized that contributors to Factor 5 were
all older students or perhaps getting ready/had already graduated and had tailored their
experiences accordingly, but the spread of student ages and years was quite dispersed.
Conversely to many of the other factors, participants in Factor 5 ranked the following statements
as +4:
Statement 10: Discovering potential jobs and careers in my area of interest
Statement 16: Developing job seeking skills
Statement 28: Developing contacts within the university.
Participant A revealed some insight into these choices:
“My experience in Project THRIVE had a heavy focus on job preparation, which
included developing skills needed to seek out and secure a job. The took the form of
“wind down” sessions that focused on resume building, job searching, interviewing, and
self-advocacy when searching for a job and requesting appropriate accommodations. In
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addition, THRIVE collaborated with Career Services to help THRIVE students in
developing these skills and applying them in a professional setting” (S16).
Participant K had the following to say regarding career & work focus:
“I can’t look smartly [for careers] if I don’t know what’s out there to find” (S10).
Employment skills and experiences (S11: +1; S10: +4; S16: +4; S13: +2; S15: +3; S18: +3; S20:
+2) and in combination with developing contacts within the university (S28: +4) were indicated
as experiences that continued to have a great impact on personal and professional development
throughout the college experience.
Self-advocacy, self-confidence and coping strategies for stress also seemed be a large
theme for the contributors to Factor 5, landing Statement 2 at a (+1) and Statement 5 at a (+2) on
Factor 5’s sort. In the mind of this researcher, the focus on career development and development
of confidence traveled “hand in hand” and were also viewed favorably by this group. Participants
who contributed to Factor 5 had a great deal of feedback to provide on these subjects in their
written post-sort responses. In the area of self-advocacy (S2) and self-confidence (S5),
participants contributed the following feedback:
Participant d: “One of my biggest problems is being too passive” (S2).
Participant Z: “Since I have suffered with chronic anxiety, it is crucial for me to not only
maintain my self-confidence, but to also make sure that my anxiety does not affect
everyone around me.”
Participant Q provided the only inverse negative perspective loaded on Factor 5 and rated selfconfidence as a (-4), providing feedback of, “Why even bother?” Conversely, the same
participant rated self-advocacy as a (+4) but added no written feedback. In exploring additional
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statements, this participant appeared to place extreme emphasis on Statement 27: Developing
confidence in utilizing campus services by ranking (+4) adding feedback, “Ignoring a problem
won’t make it go away.”
This researcher sensed some resistance within this participant who may continue to
struggle with self-esteem, but has also had experiences within the transition program that
highlighted the need to advocate and develop a healthy sense of advocacy. Researcher’s
conjecture is further supported by comments provided by this participant on Statement 28:
Developing contacts within the University, (“I don’t trust people.”) and Statement 35: The
warmth received on campus from staff, (“Don’t get attached to people, it makes you
vulnerable.”) Upon further investigation, demographic information revealed that this participant
was a freshman. It may be common for students to present as somewhat reluctant to receiving
assistance within the transition program and many enter college with “a chip on their shoulder”
due to unpleasant past experiences filled with judgement and bullying (VanBergeijk, Klin, &
Volkmar, 2008).
The statements placed in the 0 slot (S12; S17; S22; S26; S30; S35) seemed to be a
turning point within the sort, highlighting experiences and skills (both personal and professional)
that could contribute to future success within the workplace. All factors within the statement
seemed to relate loosely to career and future planning, whereas statements placed in the (-1)
category by Factor 5 contributors seemed to indicate a shift from practical career development
experiences to experiences that did not heavily contribute to career development. Contributors in
Factor 5 seemed to have a clear idea of what resources are available within the transition
program and what skills they aim to gain to ensure future success.
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Chapter Summary
Chapter IV presented the results of this study examining the perceptions of experiences
of degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder within a post-secondary transition
program. Thirty individuals contributed to the study and participated in the Q sort phase. Chapter
IV detailed correlations between each participant as well as correlations between factors. Factor
analysis was also discussed at length. Utilizing PQMethod, varimax rotation was used and 5
Factors were identified. These factors accounted for 53% of the total variance. Factor loadings
greater than (.43) were considered statistically significant at the .01 value.
The 5 Factors had a weak/very weak correlation, indicating that each factor represented a
unique factor perspective. The five emergent factors were named: Factor 1: “Intimacy &
Inclusion”, Factor 2: “The Work in Progress,” Factor 3: “Practical Independence,” Factor 4:
“Just the Facts,” and Factor 5: “Work, Work, Work, Work, Work.” The five factors were
analyzed and statistical data representing each factor was presented. Each factor highlighted
unique perspectives from contributors to the study and participant feedback was provided
increase clarity and understanding of each factor. Chapter V will discuss the implications of the
results of this study.

118
Chapter 5: Discussion
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of degree-seeking students with
Autism Spectrums Disorder within a post-secondary transition program. The hope of this study
was to bring a voice to a population that has largely been ignored by the literature. Students with
Autism Spectrum Disorder are charging full speed into colleges and universities around the
nation, leaving post-secondary institutions ill-equipped to meet the needs of these students
(Suciu 2014). In recent years, research revolving around these students has started to increase,
yet in many cases, the students themselves are not the participants, but the subject of study
through the lens of a parent, peer, or teacher. For the purposes of this study, Q methodology was
chosen as the tool to highlight student perspectives because of the innate focus on subjectivity.
McKeown & Brown (2013) defined subjectivity as “inherently expressive and tied to the human
capacity for sharing impressions through language or other sensory means” (p 2). While some
retort that ASD perceptions are a limitation due to alternative ways of processing information,
this study looked to highlight these alternative ways of processing by offering a unique
methodology to understand the perspectives of these students within higher education.
Chapter V will start the discussion and interpretation of the data and participant sorts
throughout the duration of the study. Chapter V begins with the introduction to the discussion,
followed by an overview of the completed study. Discussion study in terms of themes throughout
the study will then be discussed through the lens of the literature and theoretical framework.
Next, the strengths and limitations of the study will be addressed and implications for higher
education leaders will be discussed. Implications and future research recommendations will be
made, final reflections of the study given, followed by the Conclusion of this study.
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The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of degree-seeking college
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder. In the concourse building phase, the term
“experiences” was determined by the contributors. The concourse building phase asked the
following question of participants: “What are the best experiences you have had as a degreeseeking student with Autism Spectrum Disorder?” and asked contributors to list 10 best
experiences (see Appendix C). The concourse building question followed the theoretical
framework of Appreciative Inquiry, which studies “the best of what is” (McCoy, 2014), and
encouraged participants to focus on strengths and assets instead of weakness and deficits. It was
important to allow students to define their own experiences and not pigeon-hole participants into
one particular category of experiences in order to truly put the power of the narrative into the
hands of the students.
In the concourse building phase, 8 participants contributed 87 statements, describing an
array of positive post-secondary experiences. Statements were combined for “likeness” and then
combined with transition programmatic objectives discussed in Chapter II (social skills, career
development, independent living, and university support) as well as statements from the current
literature (self-advocacy, self-confidence, mentoring). During the Q sort phase, 30 degreeseeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder sorted their perspectives on the best
experiences within a post-secondary transition program. Those perspectives were statistically
analyzed and 5 factors were chosen that represented 5 unique contributor perspectives. The 5
Factors were nicknamed: Factor 1: “Intimacy & Inclusion,” Factor 2: “The Work in Progress,”
Factor 3: “Practical Independence,” Factor 4: “Just the Facts,” and Factor 5: “Work, Work,
Work, Work, Work.”
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The results of this study (and Q Methodology studies in general) are not used for
generalizability purposes but to highlight unique perspectives. These unique perspectives still
contribute valuable information to alter policy and practice within higher education institutions
in reference to the ASD population. After synthesis of the results generated by the study, framed
in the context of the literature and theoretical framework, several overarching themes emerged
and resulted in the following conclusions by this researcher.
Trends Across Factors
Emotional Vs. Physical Wellness. One consistent trend throughout all 5 Factors is the
division between emotional and physical wellness. Nearly all 5 Factors rate emotional wellness
as a beneficial and instrumental experience within the transition program (S26), with only one
factor (Factor 4) rating both emotional and physical wellness at a (-1). In contrast, all 5 Factors
place physical wellness as low in both priority and programmatic emphasis (S25). The following
table show how the two statements present across all factors:
Factor
Factor 1

Emotional Wellness
(Statement 26)
(+1)

Physical Wellness
(Statement 25)
(-4)

Factor 2

(+2)

(-2)

Factor 3

(+2)

(-3)

Factor 4

(-1)

(-1)

Factor 5

(0)

(-1)
Table 5

Several participants who contributed across 5 factors provided feedback regarding the
importance of emotional wellness:
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Participant Z: “I need to be able to maintain my emotional wellness.”
Emotional wellness also encompasses several other statements within the sort, such as, Statement
7: Learning how to develop and maintain friendships with others, which was sorted 0 or above
for all Factors except for Factor 5, and Statement 24: Developing personal coping strategies to
handle stress, which was rated 0 or above across all factors.
Participants also provided feedback across 5 factors regarding the low rating for physical
wellness:
Participant G: “I never was a very athletic girl, but I’ve been fairly healthy. I just didn’t believe
that this statement applied to me.”
Participant a: “I just don’t remember them [the transition program] talking about it.”
Across all 5 Factors, physical wellness did not rate highly. It appears that this is not currently a
large programmatic emphasis, nor a huge participant concern.
Campus Support. Statement 35 pertains to staff, Statement 36 pertains to professors,
and Statement 8 directly pertains to interactions with peers. In a direct comparison of all three,
participants who contributed to this study express more positive interactions and experiences
with peers. Contributors in Factor 1 feel very strongly regarding their experiences of warmth on
campus and not feeling judged by peers. Factor 2 contributors also seem to feel that experiences
with peers have been rather positive, however indicate that experiences with staff and professors
are not as positive or impactful. Factor 3 report positive experiences with both peers and staff,
but rate experiences with professors as a (0). Factor 4 stands out in the factor comparison
because all interactions were rated (0) or (-1) across all statements. Factor 5 continues with the
previous trend and rate peer experiences as more positive than interactions with staff or
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professors. It is unknown whether participants interpreted this statement to mean “transition
program staff” or “campus staff.” Participant feedback did not indicate a differentiation. The
below table displays the number score associated with each statement across factors:
Factor

Factor 1
Factor 2
Factor 3
Factor 4
Factor 5

Statement 8:
Not feeling
judged by peers
because of my
diagnosis
(+4)
(+3)
(+3)
(0)
(+2)

Statement 35:
The warmth
received on campus
from staff
(+4)
(-1)
(+2)
(0)
(0)

Statement 36:
Receiving
understanding of my
diagnosis from
professors
(0)
(-1)
(0)
(-1)
(-1)
Table 6

Participants across all factors ranked Statement 36 (also identified as the only consensus
statement between all factors) at either (0) or (-1), indicating that this statement is a neutral
statement, does not hold much importance for participants, or is an experience that participants
feel as if they have not experienced. This researcher turned to the participant responses to
provide clarification of participant intentions. One participant provided great clarity on the
subject in the following feedback:
Participant E: “Professors tend to gloss over the DRC [Disability Resource Center]
portion of the syllabus, expecting students to come approach them. While I have no
problem with self-advocacy, other students may. THRIVE does assist with professor
conflicts, if necessary, but I do not think most professors on campus grasp what ASD
actually is -perhaps even confusing THRIVE students with those in On-Campus
Transition.”
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This participant scored Statement 36 in the (-4) slot. On-campus transition (to which this
participant refers) is a college-experience program offered by the university for non-degreeseeking students. It allows students with a developmental or intellectual disability to audit classes
and experience the college life without earning a degree. This participant eludes to experiences
of knowledge of professor conflicts and refers to lack of understanding of ASD amongst
professors.
Unique Students, Unique Needs. Much of the existing deficits-based literature defines
needs of post-secondary students with ASD needs as fitting into one “box.” Social struggles, lack
of employment, and traditional accommodations are usually highlighted, shifting the focus to a
researcher-based prescription for what can “fix” students with ASD. Isom-Schmidtke, BradleyGeist, & Schmidtke (2015) noted:
“The severity of symptoms of Autism can vary significantly across individuals, and
impairment in functioning is not directly related to the severity of symptoms, meaning
that individuals with ASD may require vastly different accommodations (p 225).”
As mentioned in the above quote, there is not one “prescription” of a few services that will fit the
needs of all degree-seeking students with ASD. Each student is uniquely driven and seeking
experiences in a variety of ways.
Those who contributed to Factor 4 addressed the need for differing accommodations
within their factor narrative. While many studies have been conducted on the use of traditional
accommodations, contributors to Factor 4 found that non-traditional accommodations and the
addition of support services, such as registering for classes early, developing time management
skills via a mentor, receiving selective housing options, and adapting a course of study to fit
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personal needs were some of the most valued services utilized. Participants within this factor
make a strong argument for the addition of non-traditional accommodations and support services
in higher education and lend praise to the individualized adjustments made by the transition
program leaders to ensure that student needs were being addressed in a holistic manner.
A qualitative study by Townson et al (2007), described how lack of awareness and access
to advocacy linked to difficulties experienced by individuals with ASD (pg. 40). In contrast, this
study took the exact opposite approach and allowed participants share experiences of what can
occur when access to advocacy is openly available and encouraged. The participant narrative that
emerged painted a picture of internal growth, unyielding support, and increased understanding of
the needs of self and others. Factor 2 contributors ranked increasing self-advocacy and selfconfidence as experiences that had greatly contributed to personal development, leading to
further success in the areas of developing university contacts, developing more confidence in
social situations, and feeling valued for unique strengths and gifts.
In previous studies, identity construction for individuals with ASD was often overlooked
and understudied, revolving around the notion that social interaction had little importance to
individuals diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (Bagatell, 2010). Factor 1 placed great
emphasis on developing emotion connection and intimacy with others. This study may challenge
previous assumptions about individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder. As indicated by the
participants, it appeared that once an environment fosters an attitude of acceptance,
nonjudgement, and warmth, students with ASD can feel more comfortable learning how to
develop and maintain friendships, meet one on one with mentors, adapt in social situations with
peers, increase awareness of diversity, and engage in romantic relationships.

125
The overarching theme that emerged throughout the study is that the “box” perspective
no longer works. Within the 30 contributors to this study, 5 groups indicated completely different
(yet interconnected) experiences that contributed to their personal success and growth. Among
those experiences were themes of career exposure and practice, emotional connection and
relation to others, success-driven, non-traditional accommodations, personal growth and
development, and campus inclusion. While generic identification of possible needs of students
with ASD was a great start, this study now provides more distinct ways that students find success
on college campuses.
I’m Just Like Everyone Else. Matthews, Ly, & Goldberg (2015) found that “general
postsecondary retention suggests that a feeling of belongingness achieved through involvement
in activities inside and outside of the classroom is integral to learning, and ultimately, student
success” (p 91). In studying each factor representation, “belonging” became a noteworthy
sentiment. Factor 5 concentrated on a sense of belonging with the future workplace, wanting to
know more about careers in their field of interest, gain clarity of choice, and developing contacts
within the university that could serve as future references for employment. One participant noted
the following:
“As a result of Project THRIVE, I gained the ability to develop relationships and network
with University professors, staff, and fellow students. Specifically, THRIVE taught me the
importance of cultivating a relationship with many of my professors, which has aided me
greatly in applying for graduate school programs. The friendships and relationships that
I made with fellow students both inside and outside of THRIVE have helped me to
improve my social interaction skills and maintain lasting and meaningful relationships.”
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In this example, it was noted that the sense of belonging not only applies during the college
years, but can cultivate an ultimate sense of belonging that stretches far beyond the years of postsecondary education.
Another participated noted:
“The campus staff has been very warm and accepting. They have not discriminated
against me based on my disability and they have made sure that I feel like I am
participating in social activities.”
This statement encapsulates a feeling of “oneness” where a person can be valued and accepted
“as is” and not have to constantly worry about being viewed as an outsider or “other.”
Participants across multiple factors included feedback that others within the transition
program and on campus were accepting of a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder. Other
participants noted that the same treatment was applied to students with ASD as any other student
on campus. As discussed in Chapter IV, this statement may not seem extraordinary, however
Gee (2012) noted that it is common for stress and discomfort to create a disadvantage or loss of
opportunity for a person with a disability. The narrative told by participants of this study is that
being treated like “everyone else” may not be a typical occurrence, but is one that has been
experienced within the transition program and university campus.
Watch Us THRIVE. For too long, degree-seeking students with ASD have been labeled
as having deficits to overcome, insurmountable challenges to face, and obstacles to conquer.
While that may be a true narrative in some aspects, this study sought to promote the untold story.
In this study, participants who made it into college, defied insurmountable odds, and conquered a
plethora of barriers, gathered to tell their story; a story of strength. As service providers and
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researchers, we have just as much to learn from students with ASD as they have to learn from us
(Wenzel & Rowley, 2010). By listening to the voice of students, a new narrative can be written
addressing the deficit of literature in the area of transition to higher education (Masterson &
Meeks, 2013).
Treading into unfamiliar waters, this study promoted conversation around strengths, gifts,
and opportunity instead of challenges, defeats, and deficits. A comment made by one contributor
to this study perfectly captures the essence of what can occur when the focus is on strengths
instead of weakness:
“I’ve never really known what my unique strengths and talents were until I came to this
program.”
Degree-seeking students have been told repeatedly what they are NOT able to accomplish. This
study provided a narrative of successes and what specifically students valued in their journey to
achieve that self-defined success.
Leadership roles, campus contributions, and increased awareness of others and self were
all mentioned as outcomes of belonging to a transition program. Carter, Harvey, Taylor, &
Gotham (2013) suggested that “communities should work together to ensure that all individuals
with ASD, from a young age and from multiple sources hear the message that they have an
important place in and play a critical role within their community” (p 896). From the information
gleaned from this study, it appears that the transition program is successfully supporting students
with ASD and ensuring that their experiences, contributions, and worth are valued as an integral
member of the campus community.
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Strengths & Limitations
Strengths.
It is the belief of this researcher that the strengths of this study far outweigh the
limitations. In a search of the literature, no study could be located that contained 30 participants
with these specific demographics: enrolled college students, diagnosis of Autism Spectrum
Disorder, active participation in a post-secondary transition program. This study had a participant
population of 30, which according to Q methodologists is the minimum acceptable amount to
properly generate participant subjectivity (Watts & Stenner, 2012). As some may list this as a
limitation, for the purposes of this study, the number of participants is considered a great
strength. Not only is this study forging a new way to collect perspectives with individuals with
varying disabilities, but it allows for the participant narrative to shine through without intrusion
of researcher positionality.
In performed searches of the literature, no study could be located that utilized Q
Methodology with a population of degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder.
Previous research on this population has involved surveys, analysis of extent data, and
qualitative interviews, all methods that do not truly cater to the communication style and needs
of individuals with ASD. With 67.3% of youth with ASD reporting that participation in their
own transition planning in high school was very little or not at all (Wehman, Schall, Carr et al.,
2014) it was extremely important for this researcher to emphasize participant voice in regards to
supportive experiences within post-secondary education. The focus on individual responses and
participation from 30 participants using both quantitative and qualitative means was also a
strength of the study.
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Limitations
One limitation of this study was that the study was only performed at one university
within the Northeast region of Florida. The results of this study may not be generalizable to other
institutions; however, generalizability is not one of the major goals of Q methodology. This
study also had limitations in having a gender-diverse sampling. Autism Spectrum Disorder is
four times more likely to occur in males than in females (CDC, 2014). New research also
suggests that females are diagnosed much later than their male counterparts and are often
misdiagnosed (Lipkin, 2015). In an attempt to refer to gender as a multi-dimensional facet, all
participants were given the opportunity to self-identify their own gender on the participant
demographics questionnaire. In this study, 26 participants identified as being “Male,” whereas
three participants identified as being “Female,” and one participant identified as being “NonBinary Woman.”
This study also had limitations in diverse sampling in terms of both race/ethnicity and
gender. According to the college website, Caucasian/White students account for 73% of those
who attend the university, followed by 10.3% African American/Black, 6.9% Hispanic, 5.3%
Pacific Islander/Asian (www.unf.edu). Based on university breakdown alone, participants were
more likely to be Caucasian/White than any other race/ethnicity, limiting the amount of
perspectives highlighted from a “double minority status.” In an essay by Carrie Arnold (2016),
race and ethnicity in Autism diagnoses were discussed:
“The statistics are stark: Studies by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
show that rates of autism are essentially identical across racial and ethnic groups. But
when you look at children and adults actually diagnosed with autism, white children are
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30 percent more likely to receive an autism diagnosis than blacks, and 50 percent more
likely than Hispanics, according to 2014 data from the CDC. Minority children are also
diagnosed significantly later than white children” (p 2).
This quote helps to identify the existence of racial disparity in Autism diagnoses and contributes
some justification to the lack of racial diversity within this study.
This study contained three participants who identified as “female” and one participant
who identified as “non-binary woman,” while the rest of the participants identified as “male.”
This is consistent with current statistics that note that Autism is four to five times more likely to
occur in males than in females. New research also suggests that females are diagnosed much
later than their male counterparts and are often misdiagnosed (Lipkin, 2015). As current statistics
suggest, the number of female participants in this study were low, yet participants were still able
to project their unique perspectives because of the methodology used.
Implications
Policy. Removing barriers and facilitating the participation of postsecondary students
with disabilities is the focus of increasing legislative and research interest (Lazarus, Thurlow,
Lail, & Christensen, 2009). However, current policy within higher education merely mandates
that post-secondary students be given accommodations tied to their academic success. This study
exposed policy makers to the following information:
1. The need for transition programs in institutions of higher education for individuals with
ASD to provide much needed support and development.
2. An in depth look at a group protected by ADA with a diagnosed disability and its
importance within the context of higher education.
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3. The definition of “reasonable accommodations” and how offering “non-traditional
accommodations” can be of benefit to the student and institution.
Practice. Thomas & Hanson (2014) suggested that student engagement and belonging is
developed through a combination of academic, social, and service initiatives. The voices of
participants within this study helped to add weight to the above statement, suggesting that it is
not simply one service that will do, but a combination of many options of services that strive to
connect with the individual needs of each student. Institutions who already serve individuals with
ASD have an obligation to improve or develop new programs of service that could increase
feelings of student engagement and belonging in this population.
Schreuer & Sachs (2013) conducted a study regarding accommodations in post-secondary
education and found that positive social attitudes toward students with disabilities and
institutional commitment to their inclusion in higher education are still lacking. Participants
within this study indicated that support and understanding from peers within the higher education
setting assists with an overall feeling of comfort and campus warmth and contributes greatly to
self-advocacy, self-confidence, and overall student satisfaction. With many higher education
institutions making the switch to performance based funding, graduation rates and program
completion continue to increase in importance. This study revealed the following information to
those in practice:
1. Positive attitudes towards college students on the spectrum by peers can foster an
environment of support for students with ASD.
2. Those who are charged with preparation of high school students with ASD for postsecondary education now have a greater understanding of the self-identified positive
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experiences of students with ASD and use this information as a guide to direct future
applicants with ASD.
3. A greater understanding of what accommodations (both traditional and non-traditional)
have been identified by participants within this study and can be used by Disability
Resource Centers to adjust current practices.
Theory. This study added to existing literature and knowledge regarding degree-seeking
students with ASD and their best experiences in higher education. The medical model of
disability presents a perspective of pathology where disability is a disease or weakness within an
individual (Reynolds, 2012). The current literature depicts many of the experiences of students
with ASD as challenging and overwhelming. This study challenged both the medical model and
the idea that the foci needs to remain on deficits of students with ASD. As the numbers of
individuals with disabilities continue to increase, it is important to utilize new theoretical
approaches in order to view “disabilities” from an assets approach, rather than a deficit
perspective. This study added to knowledge in existing literature by promoting an asset based
definition of disability combined with the voice of a marginalized population, as well as,
expansion of the literature in the realm of Appreciative Inquiry.
Higher Education Leaders. This study also added to the literature on practices for
higher education leaders. Eckes & Ochoa (2005) remarked that while higher education
instructors and leaders are aware of the various laws regarding disabilities, their knowledge of
accommodations, varied teaching methods, and social needs of students with disabilities rank far
below K-12 staff due to the level of training available at the K-12 level. Professors were
specifically mentioned as having difficulty even addressing disability status within the classroom
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and participants in this study viewed professors as having minimal experience or knowledge of
Autism Spectrum Disorder. Hansen (2014) indicated that “educating staff members as to the
specific needs of students on the Autism Spectrum is fundamental to providing such students
with appropriate support” (p 40). Higher education leaders have an obligation to introduce
additional training opportunities for both staff and professors to promote a more inclusive and
understanding attitude.
Participant responses within this study indicated that while some students felt as if
campus and disability staff were warm and welcoming, others did not share that experience. It is
unknown at this time whether or not this warmth (or lack thereof) was perceived to be attributed
to disability status, but higher education leaders have an obligation to work towards making
college campuses more diverse and inclusive for all marginalized students. Higher Education
leaders must examine what staff who value inclusivity are doing to provide the most successful
experiences for diverse student populations within the college campus (Hammond, 2015). This
will not only benefit those with ASD, but also other students with disabilities.
Future Research
The recommendations for future research are based on the limitations within this study. The
following are suggestions for future research:
1. It would be of benefit to coordinate a study between students with ASD in transition
programs across the country in order to further accentuate the voice of this population.
Additional variety in college size and regional location may add additional perspectives
imperative to the disability narrative.
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2. Future research needs to include more diversity amongst participants both in
race/ethnicity and gender. Future studies may want to concentrate on perspectives of only
those with “double minority status,” such as: Women diagnosed with ASD in postsecondary education or Individuals who identify as African American/Black and
diagnosed with ASD in post-secondary education.
3. Howlin et al (2004) estimated that nearly 50-70% of individuals with ASD are
unemployed while Simone & Grandin (2012) estimate those numbers to be closer to
85%. Using the experiences presented in this study, future researcher should look those
experiences within career development that students with Autism identified as most
positive and beneficial. A study focusing solely on Career Development may aide in
combating the above-mentioned unemployment statistics.
Final Thoughts
As a novice dissertation writer, the excitement and commitment to hundreds of pages of
writing often caters to the researcher as an “all-knowing being,” heading into the study with an
attitude and mindset of “What can I, the researcher, reveal to the world?” Ensconced by the
literature, we dive head-first, attempting to soak in all previous knowledge in order to “one-up”
the field and expose new and ground-breaking knowledge. Once the study was conducted, the
purity of Q Methodology really began to take hold. This methodology seemed to have a way of
changing the original perspective of “almighty researcher” to one of a facilitator of narratives.
The ego of conducting a study seemed to vanish and was replaced with a feeling of honor. The
“all knowing researcher” transformed into a researcher of dedication with a new perspective:
“What stories do the participants have to tell that the world needs to hear?” The shift of
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perceived power left the hands of the researcher and was truly in the hands of the participants
themselves. The themes, voices, and experiences of participants within this study acted as a
guiding force. Q Methodology catered to the unique perspectives and communication styles of
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder and encouraged the power shift back into the hands of
the participants, which is where it belongs.
Conclusion
Across the country, colleges and universities are seeing a large increase in the application
and acceptance of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder. While the literature on autism
continues to grow, there is a still a great deal to be learned in regards to the transition to higher
education and what best supports student success. The purpose of this study was to explore
experiences of degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder within a post-secondary
transition program. In contrast to the current theme of literature surrounding students with ASD,
this study utilized Appreciative Inquiry to shift the focus to one of assets and strengths rather
than deficits and challenges. The methodology used in this study, Q Methodology, was selected
because of its intense focus on participant subjectivity. It was also selected to cater to the
communication style of participants with ASD. In a search of the literature, no other studies
could be located that utilized this methodology as a means of researching Autism Spectrum
Disorder, indicating that this study may be the first of its kind.
Thirty degree-seeking participants contributed to this study. The research question:
“What are the perceptions of degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder on their
experiences in a higher education transition program?” guided the study. From the sorts
submitted by participants, five unique and distinct factors were identified. This researcher
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nicknamed the 5 Factors: Factor 1: “Intimacy & Inclusion,” Factor 2: “The Work in Progress,”
Factor 3: “Practical Independence,” Factor 4: “Just the Facts,” and Factor 5: “Work, Work,
Work, Work, Work.” Contributors to this study provided a detailed narrative of self-advocacy,
inclusion, career exploration/choice, relationship building, and the utilization of non-traditional
accommodations to ensure campus success. Leake & Stodden (2012) suggested that “the
frontline of advocacy of students with disabilities themselves may be essential to successfully
prompting institutions of higher education to do what is needed to create campus environments
that are truly welcoming for all” (p 404). It is the hope of this researcher that this study has
helped to increase student advocacy, open the doors to inclusive conversations, and create a
stronger research focus on the strengths and assets of degree-seeking students with ASD.
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Appendix A
Research Study Recruitment Email
From:
Date:
To:
Subject:

Recruitment Email, Q-Sample

Joanna L. Ale
February 6, 2016
Degree-Seeking UNF Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder
Q-sort by students with Autism Spectrum Disorder on experiences in higher
education
My name is Joanna Ale and I am a doctoral student conducting dissertation research on higher
education experiences of degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder. I am
requesting your participation in this research study. The research instrument (Q sample) will take
approximately 30 minutes to complete.
You must be 18 years of age or older to take part in this research study. Your participation is
voluntary and will remain anonymous. In compliance with IRB requirements and to ensure data
security, your answers will be stored on a secure UNF server and destroyed at the culmination of
this research. No personal identifiers will be collected. Your participation is voluntary and you
are free to withdraw at any time. There are no foreseeable risks for your participation. One
possible benefit from taking part in this research is the knowledge that you are adding to the
body of research on the relationship between facilities and academic outcomes in higher
education. The University of North Florida, Institutional Review Board has approved this survey.
If you have questions about your rights as a participant, you may contact the University of North
Florida’s Institutional Review Board Chairperson by calling
or by emailing
irb@unf.edu. Should you have any comments or questions, please feel free to contact me at
Please click the link below to go to the survey web site or copy and paste the link into your
internet browser to begin the Q-sort. Upon opening the link below, you will be asked to read the
consent letter for this study. Once completed, you will be asked to check a box indicating that you
have read the consent letter and agree to participate in this research study. Upon checking the box,
the actual survey instrument will be launched.
Survey link:

Thank you very much for your time and cooperation.
Sincerely,
Joanna L. Ale
Principal Researcher
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Appendix B
Informed Consent
Informed Consent, Q-Sample
My name is Joanna Ale and I am a doctoral student conducting dissertation research on higher
education experiences of degree-seeking students with Autism Spectrum Disorder. I am
requesting your participation in this research study. The research instrument (Q sample) will take
approximately 45 minutes to complete.
You must be 18 years of age or older to take part in this research study. Your participation is
voluntary and your responses will remain anonymous. In compliance with IRB requirements and
to insure data security, your answers will be stored on a secure UNF server and destroyed at the
culmination of this research. No personal identifiers will be collected. Your participation is
voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any time. There are no foreseeable risks for your
participation. One possible benefit from taking part in this research is the knowledge that you
are adding to the body of research on the relationship between facilities and academic outcomes
in higher education. The University of North Florida, Institutional Review Board has approved
this survey. If you have questions about your rights as a participant, you may contact the
University of North Florida’s Institutional Review Board Chairperson by calling
or by
Should you have any comments or questions, please feel free to
contact me at
Completion and return of the instrument implies that you have read the information in this form
and consent to take part in the research. Please print a copy of this form for your records or
future reference.
Thank you very much for your time and cooperation.
Sincerely,
Joanna L. Ale
Principal Researcher
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Appendix C
Concourse Question Guide

____________________________

____________________

Question:
What are the best experiences you have had as a degree-seeking college student with
Autism Spectrum Disorder?
Please list 10 of your best experiences in the spaces provided below.

(Examples may include: Attending a party, Making friends, Receiving an “A” in a difficult
class, etc).
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
___________________________________
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Appendix D
Post Sort Questions
Please concisely describe how the statements you placed under the "+4" column have MOST
supported your development as degree-seeking college student with Autism Spectrum Disorder.

Likewise, please describe why the statements you placed below the "-4" column have LEAST
supported your development as a degree seeking college student with Autism Spectrum
Disorder.
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Appendix E
IRB Approval Letter
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Appendix F
Researcher Crib Sheets
Factor 1 Crib Sheet
Statements Ranked at (+4) in this Factor
(8)
Not feelings judged by peers because of my diagnosis
(29) Meeting with my THRIVE mentors
(35) The warmth received on campus from staff
Statements Ranked Higher in this Factor than in any other Factor
(1)
Increasing awareness of appropriate behaviors in social situations with peers (+3)
(7)
Learning how to develop and maintain friendships with others (+2)
(8)
Not feelings judged by peers because of my diagnosis (+4)
(14) Participating in professional development activities (+1)
(29) Meeting with my THRIVE mentors (+4)
(35) The warmth received on campus from staff (+4)
Statements Ranked Lower in this Factor than in any other Factor
(18) Learning and understanding what accommodations I may need in my future workplace (3)
(19) Completing household tasks (-4)
(22) Developing a personal class and study schedule that works for me (-1)
(25) Developing a better understanding of physical wellness (-4)
(33) Being given selective housing options to best fit my needs (-4)
Statements Ranked at (-4) in this Factor
(19) Completing household tasks (-4)
(25) Developing a better understanding of physical wellness (-4)
(33) Being given selective housing options to best fit my needs (-4)
Statements Ranked at (0) in this Factor
(4)
Increasing awareness of appropriate behaviors in social situations with professions
(5)
Developing more self confidence
(20) Developing time management skills
(32) Being able to “give back” by volunteering on campus and in the community
(34) Being able to register for classes early
(36) Receiving understanding and support of my diagnosis from professors
Additional Statements Associated with this Factor
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(2)
(3)
(9)
(11)
(12)
(13)
(17)
(21)
(23)
(24)
(30)

Increasing self-advocacy (+3)
Increasing awareness of diversity (+2)
Learning how to interact and communicate with potential romantic partners (+2)
Securing an internship or work study (-3)
Obtaining a job on campus or in the community (-2)
Practicing and preparing for potential job interviews (-2)
Attending an on-campus job fair (-2)
Participating in Leisure and Recreational Activities linked to physical wellness (-3)
Learning to independently manage my own money (Developing Economic
Independence) (-2)
Developing personal coping strategies to handle stress (2)
Receiving standard accommodations from the Disability Resource Center (+3)

Demographics:
Participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.60
Additional participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.40
Participants with confounded significant factors
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Factor 2 Crib Sheet
Statements Ranked at (+4) in this Factor
(2)
Increasing self-advocacy
(5)
Developing more self confidence
(23) Learning to independently manage my own money (Developing Economic
Independence)
Statements Ranked Higher in this Factor than in any other Factor
(6)
Learning how to become more comfortable in social situations (+3)
(19) Completing household tasks (+3)
(21) Participating in Leisure and Recreational Activities linked to physical wellness (-2)
Statements Ranked Lower in this Factor than in any other Factor
(3)
Increasing awareness of diversity (-4)
(16) Developing job seeking skills (-3)
(29) Meeting with my THRIVE mentors (-4)
(32) Being able to “give back” by volunteering on campus and in the community (-4)
(35) The warmth received on campus from staff (-4)
Statements Ranked at (-4) in this Factor
(3)
Increasing awareness of diversity
(29) Meeting with my THRIVE mentors
(32) Being able to “give back” by volunteering on campus and in the community
Statements Ranked at (0) in this Factor
(13) Practicing and preparing for potential job interviews
(15) Helping gain more clarity about future career choices
(18) Learning and understanding what accommodations I may need in my future workplace
(26) Developing a better understanding of emotional wellness
(30) Receiving standard accommodations from the Disability Resource Center
(34) Being able to register for classes early
Additional Statements Associated with this Factor
(8)
Not feelings judged by peers because of my diagnosis (+3)
(9)
Learning how to interact and communicate with potential romantic partners (+2)
(11) Securing an internship or work study (-2)
(12) Obtaining a job on campus or in the community (-2)
(17) Attending an on-campus job fair (-3)
(24) Developing personal coping strategies to handle stress (+2)
(25) Developing a better understanding of physical wellness (-2)
(28) Developed contact within the university (+2)
(31) Being valued for my unique strengths and talents (+2)
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(33)

Being given selective housing options to best fit my needs (-3)

Demographics:
Participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.60
Additional participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.40
Participants with confounded significant factors
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Factor 3 Crib Sheet
Statements Ranked at (+4) in this Factor
(18) Learning and understanding what accommodations I may need in my future workplace
(23) Learning to independently manage my own money (Developing Economic
Independence)
(24) Developing personal coping strategies to handle stress
Statements Ranked Higher in this Factor than in any other Factor
(18) Learning and understanding what accommodations I may need in my future workplace
(+4)
(24) Developing personal coping strategies to handle stress (+4)
(26) Developing a better understanding of emotional wellness (+2)
(31) Being valued for my unique strengths and talents (+3)
Statements Ranked Lower in this Factor than in any other Factor
(2)
Increasing self-advocacy (-2)
(5)
Developing more self confidence (-1)
(15) Helping gain more clarity about future career choices (-4)
(20) Developing time management skills (-1)
(21) Participating in Leisure and Recreational Activities linked to physical wellness (-4)
(27) Developing confidence in utilizing on campus services (-4)
(34) Being able to register for classes early (-1)
Statements Ranked at (-4) in this Factor
(15) Helping gain more clarity about future career choices
(21) Participating in Leisure and Recreational Activities linked to physical wellness
(27) Developing confidence in utilizing on campus services
Statements Ranked at (0) in this Factor
(7)
Learning how to develop and maintain friendships with others
(12) Obtaining a job on campus or in the community
(19) Completing household tasks
(29) Meeting with my THRIVE mentors
(32) Being able to “give back” by volunteering on campus and in the community
(36) Receiving understanding and support of my diagnosis from professors
Additional Statements Associated with this Factor
(3)
Increasing awareness of diversity (-2)
(8)
Not feelings judged by peers because of my diagnosis (+3)
(9)
Learning how to interact and communicate with potential romantic partners (-3)
(11) Securing an internship or work study (-2)
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(14)
(16)
(17)
(25)
(30)
(33)
(35)

Participating in professional development activities (-2)
Developing job seeking skills (+2)
Attending an on-campus job fair (-3)
Developing a better understanding of physical wellness (-3)
Receiving standard accommodations from the Disability Resource Center (+3)
Being given selective housing options to best fit my needs (-2)
The warmth received on campus from staff (+2)

Demographics:
Participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.60
Additional participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.40
Participants with confounded significant factors
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Factor 4 Crib Sheet
Statements Ranked at (+4) in this Factor
(20) Developing time management skills
(22) Developing a personal class and study schedule that works for me
(34) Being able to register for classes early
Statements Ranked Higher in this Factor than in any other Factor
(4)
Increasing awareness of appropriate behaviors in social situations with professions (+2)
(12) Obtaining a job on campus or in the community (+1)
(20) Developing time management skills (+4)
(22) Developing a personal class and study schedule that works for me (+4)
(27) Developing confidence in utilizing on campus services (+3)
(33) Being given selective housing options to best fit my needs (+2)
(34) Being able to register for classes early (+4)
Statements Ranked Lower in this Factor than in any other Factor
(1)
Increasing awareness of appropriate behaviors in social situations with peers (-2)
(8)
Not feelings judged by peers because of my diagnosis (0)
(10) Discovering potential jobs and careers in my area of interest (-3)
(11) Securing an internship or work study (-4)
(13) Practicing and preparing for potential job interviews (-4)
(14) Participating in professional development activities (-3)
(24) Developing personal coping strategies to handle stress (0)
(26) Developing a better understanding of emotional wellness (-1)
(31) Being valued for my unique strengths and talents (-1)
Statements Ranked at (-4) in this Factor
(9)
Learning how to interact and communicate with potential romantic partners
(11) Securing an internship or work study
(13) Practicing and preparing for potential job interviews
Statements Ranked at (0) in this Factor
(5)
Developing more self confidence (0)
(8)
Not feelings judged by peers because of my diagnosis (0)
(15) Helping gain more clarity about future career choices
(18) Learning and understanding what accommodations I may need in my future workplace
(0)
(24) Developing personal coping strategies to handle stress (0)
(35) The warmth received on campus from staff (0)
Additional Statements Associated with this Factor
(3)
Increasing awareness of diversity (+2)
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(16)
(17)
(21)
(23)
(28)
(29)
(32)

Developing job seeking skills (-2)
Attending an on-campus job fair (-2)
Participating in Leisure and Recreational Activities linked to physical wellness (-3)
Learning to independently manage my own money (Developing Economic
Independence) (+3)
Developed contact within the university (+2)
Meeting with my THRIVE mentors (+3)
Being able to “give back” by volunteering on campus and in the community (-2)

Demographics:
Participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.60
Additional participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.40
Participants with confounded significant factors
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Factor 5 Crib Sheet
Statements Ranked at (+4) in this Factor
(10) Discovering potential jobs and careers in my area of interest
(16) Developing job seeking skills
(28) Developed contact within the university
Statements Ranked Higher in this Factor than in any other Factor
(10) Discovering potential jobs and careers in my area of interest (+4)
(11) Securing an internship or work study (+1)
(13) Practicing and preparing for potential job interviews (+2)
(15) Helping gain more clarity about future career choices (+3)
(16) Developing job seeking skills (+4)
(17) Attending an on-campus job fair (0)
(28) Developed contact within the university (+4)
Statements Ranked Lower in this Factor than in any other Factor
(4)
Increasing awareness of appropriate behaviors in social situations with professions (-2)
(6)
Learning how to become more comfortable in social situations (-3)
(7)
Learning how to develop and maintain friendships with others (-2)
(23) Learning to independently manage my own money (Developing Economic
Independence) (-4)
Statements Ranked at (-4) in this Factor
(9)
Learning how to interact and communicate with potential romantic partners
(23) Learning to independently manage my own money (Developing Economic
Independence)
(32) Being able to “give back” by volunteering on campus and in the community
Statements Ranked at (0) in this Factor
(12) Obtaining a job on campus or in the community (0)
(17) Attending an on-campus job fair (0)
(22) Developing a personal class and study schedule that works for me (0)
(26) Developing a better understanding of emotional wellness (0)
(30) Receiving standard accommodations from the Disability Resource Center (0)
(35) The warmth received on campus from staff (0)
Additional Statements Associated with this Factor
Demographics:
Participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.60
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Additional participants with non-confounded significant factor loadings >±0.40
Participants with confounded significant factors
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Appendix G
Original Pilot Statements Collected: 82 Statements
Finding a good
Campus Ministry

Help At Work

Joining Project
THRIVE

Making
Friends

Students Not
Judging my
Disability

Good teachers

Meeting
interesting people
Living away from
home
Volunteering
Locally
Accommodations
Selective housing
Meeting other
people the same as
me
Getting my first
job

Being Treated
like a Normal
Student
Better Grades

Making
Friends

Studying
college-level
subjects like
chemistry,
calculus, and
economics
Participating in
the THRIVE
program
through DRC
Being a double
major

Selling my
artwork

Becoming
more
independent

Gaining time
management
skills

Meeting with
my THRIVE
mentors

Getting good
help

Having kind
professors

Going to
events on
campus
Having the
support to help
me succeed
Getting my AA
degree

Tara Rowe

Facing a new
challenge
everyday
Increasing my
social skills

Career
opportunities

Meeting new
people

Passing Research
Methods

The Osprey
Challenge
Course
Being a part of a
study group
Early
Registration for
classes
Being a part of
osprey
community

Meeting with
Tutors

Being on the
President’s List

Being part of
THRIVE
Support with
courses

Tutoring

Easy
assignments

Going to the
Wellness Center

Learning new
things
Graduating
cum laude
Getting a
Driver’s
License

Dr. Kristine Webb

Note Taking in Extra Test Time
Class

DRC
Accommodations

Getting Straight
A’s
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The warmth I
receive from
campus

The first and
second CLO’s
(community
learning
opportunity)
Living on
Campus

Discovering my
passion for
creative writing

Learning to
keep a
schedule
organized

The River City
Rumble
(sophomore year)

Getting my own
car

Using the
library

Tutors

Doing well on
the GRE

DRC

Studying
Abroad

Dating

Making friends

DRC
Accommodations

Being asked to
show art @ a
gallery

Having people
Going for runs
take me to lunch around
for my birthday campus (also
walks)
Professors being Being in an art
understanding
show
about my
condition
Going to events Discovering
new things
about myself

The activities that
take place on
campus
Job opportunities

Helpful advice

Making friends

Meeting with
advisors
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Appendix H
Q Set
(1)

Increasing awareness of appropriate behaviors in social situations with peers

(2)

Increasing self-advocacy

(3)

Increasing awareness of diversity

(4)

Increasing awareness of appropriate behaviors in social situations with professions

(5)

Developing more self confidence

(6)

Learning how to become more comfortable in social situations

(7)

Learning how to develop and maintain friendships with others

(8)

Not feelings judged by peers because of my diagnosis

(9)

Learning how to interact and communicate with potential romantic partners

(10)

Discovering potential jobs and careers in my area of interest

(11)

Securing an internship or work study

(12)

Obtaining a job on campus or in the community

(13)

Practicing and preparing for potential job interviews

(14)

Participating in professional development activities

(15)

Helping gain more clarity about future career choices
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(16)

Developing job seeking skills

(17)

Attending an on-campus job fair

(18)

Learning and understanding what accommodations I may need in my future workplace

(19)

Completing household tasks

(20)

Developing time management skills

(21)

Participating in Leisure and Recreational Activities linked to physical wellness

(22)

Developing a personal class and study schedule that works for me

(23)

Learning to independently manage my own money (Developing Economic
Independence)

(24)

Developing personal coping strategies to handle stress

(25)

Developing a better understanding of physical wellness

(26)

Developing a better understanding of emotional wellness

(27)

Developing confidence in utilizing on campus services

(28)

Developed contact within the university

(29)

Meeting with my THRIVE mentors

(30)

Receiving standard accommodations from the Disability Resource Center

(31)

Being valued for my unique strengths and talents

(32)

Being able to “give back” by volunteering on campus and in the community

(33)

Being given selective housing options to best fit my needs

(34)

Being able to register for classes early

(35)

The warmth received on campus from staff

(36)

Receiving understanding and support of my diagnosis from professor
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Appendix I
Unrotated Factor Matrix
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Appendix J
Factor Arrays
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Appendix K
Curriculum Vita

Joanna L. Ale, LMHC, NCC, CIC, Ed.D. (C)
353 Tarrasa Drive

Jacksonville, FL 32225

732-735-8614

Joanna22Ale@gmail.com

EDUCATION
University of North Florida
Jacksonville, FL
Doctor of Education, Educational Leadership, April 2017
Cognate: Disability Program Management with focus on Autism Spectrum Disorder
University of North Florida
Jacksonville, FL
Master of Science, Clinical Mental Health Counseling, Aug 2012
Licensed Clinical Mental Health Counselor: State of Florida, License No: MH 13635
National Certified Counselor, NBCC
Lycoming College
Williamsport, PA
Bachelor of Arts, Psychology & Secondary Education, May 2007

INSTRUCTOR/GUEST LECTURER EXPERIENCE
ABX0335: Adult Basic Education, Adjunct Language Instructor, Florida State College at Jacksonville-North
Campus, Fall 2016
MHC5000: Skills & Practices in Mental Health Counseling, Guest Lecturer: “Counseling Individuals with
Disabilities.” Jacksonville University, Spring 2016/Fall 2016
EEX6283: Social, Personal, and Career Skills for Exceptional Children. Co-Instructor, University of
North Florida, Spring 2015.
VERTICAL Program, Assessment Instructor for Career Readiness Program, Florida State College at
Jacksonville, Downtown Campus, July 2013-August 2014
EDA200: Career Planning. Co-Instructor, University of North Florida, Fall 2013

UNIVERSITY EXPERIENCE
University of North Florida
Jacksonville, FL
Project THRIVE: Founder, Disability Resource Center
Apr 2011-Feb 2015
•
Created and implement a unique program specifically targeting degree-seeking students with Aspergers
and other related disorders that focuses on Career Counseling and Development, Social Skills, and
Independent Living
•
Collaborated with other colleges to create internship opportunities for Graduate students
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•
•
•

Obtained continued grants and funding to ensure program continuation, promoting a “no-cost, equal access”
initiative
Supervised and train Mental Health Counseling interns in how to work with students with Autism Spectrum
Disorder
Represented program at regional and national conferences on Autism, Mental Health, Public Health, and
Behavioral Analysis

Florida State College at Jacksonville-Downtown Campus
Jacksonville, FL
Assessment Instructor, VERTICAL Employment Readiness Program
July 2013 – Aug 2014
•
Promoted self-determination in career choice, goal-setting, planning for work, and selecting post-secondary
options
•
Collaborated with FSCJ faculty and staff to provide effective supports for students
•
Worked closely with the faculty, advisors and students in this program to keep them apprised of the latest
career information
•
Provided leadership and direction in policy and curriculum development to promote program growth
University of North Florida
Jacksonville, FL
Career Counselor, UNF Career Services
Aug 2013 – Aug 2014
•
Developed and implement a comprehensive First Year Experience career development program
•
Planned and conducted career development workshops for both campus and community based non-profit
programs/organizations.
•
Created and implement outreach and marketing strategies targeting UNF students
•
Conducted one on one career counseling and development session with UNF students
University of North Florida
Jacksonville, FL
Counselor/Coordinator, UNF Career Services
Oct 2012 – Apr 2013
•
Critiqued and provided feedback for resumes and interviews using Career Wings and Interview Stream
technology
•
Acted as a liaison for students between Career Services and the College of Arts and Sciences and College of
Health
•
Assisted university students in conducting job searches, deciding/exploring a major, locating volunteer
opportunities,
and acquiring internships
•
Assisted with job fairs and other on campus events to promote the initiative of Career Services
University of North Florida
Career Counseling Graduate Intern, UNF Career Services
May 2011 – Aug 2012
•
Represented the Career Services Department at University functions such as fairs, open houses, and presentations
•
Facilitated and proctored tests to undergraduate students enrolled in the Career Planning class.
•
Gained relevant experience in all aspects of career services including, career development counseling,
job search assistance, resume writing, and test interpretation training
•
Provided interviewer feedback to students participating in pre-interview selection interviews for Nursing Program
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University of North Florida
SAT/ACT Test Prep Instructor, Admissions Department
Aug 2007 – Aug 2012
•
Designed and facilitated a curriculum specifically targeting English skill enhancement for high school juniors and
seniors
•
Collaborated with Community Connections of Jacksonville and Duval County Public Schools to create a program
that has grown in numbers from 10 students to over 150 per session.
•
Contributed to a program that has assisted students in increasing their SAT/ACT scores.

MENTAL HEALTH EXPERIENCE
Positive Behavior Supports Corporation
Jacksonville, FL
Lead Behavior Analyst
Feb 2016 – Present
•
Provide behavioral support within the school, home, and community environments
•
Develop and implement behavioral protocols within a 3-tier team structure
•
Attend continuing education trainings to remain up to date on all current practices
•
Act as a supervisor for behavior assistants Registered Behavior Technicians, and Registered Interns
Keystone Behavioral Pediatrics
Jacksonville, FL
Clinical Director of Trauma and Grief Clinic
Feb 2016 – Sept 2016
•
Provide clinical services and oversight to military families and their dependents
•
Provide expertise on federal and state legislature, accommodations, IEP construction, and 504 Plans
•
Collaborate with practitioners, school staff, administration, and parents to provide ongoing assessment and care
to children and adolescents with varying disabilities
•
Promote a full wrap around approach to client care to ensure exemplary treatment outcomes
•
Supervise bachelor and graduate level interns and provide training as required
The STRENGTHS Initiative
Jacksonville, FL
Owner/ Lead Therapist
Oct 2015-Present
•
Provide specialized services to individuals with Autism and varying intellectual and developmental disorders
•
Facilitate parent trainings, group trainings, and school trainings on Behavioral topics
•
Supervise bachelor and graduate level interns and provide training as required
•
Conduct initial assessments for new clients and create a treatment plan based on client needs
The Centene Corporation
Jacksonville, FL
Sunshine Health, Rapid Crisis Response Licensed Mobile Clinician
Feb 2015 – Feb 2016
•
Provided crisis management and stabilization services supporting individuals with chronic mental illness
•
Supported a client-first initiative to increase preventative services and decrease hospitalization
•
Supervised masters level clinicians by providing guidance and supervision on clinical cases
•
Developed crisis protocols, procedures, forms, and intake paperwork
Hastings Comprehensive Behavioral
Hastings, FL
PRN Therapist, Adolescent Boys
July 2013 – Feb 2015
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•
•

Facilitate psycho educational groups focusing on substance abuse and self-esteem
Provide coverage for full time staff to ensure that therapeutic needs of clients are being met

Peace of Mind Jax
Jacksonville, FL
Clinical Supervisor
Dec 2012 – Feb 2015
•
Provided specialized services to individuals with Autism and varying intellectual and developmental disorders
•
Facilitate parent trainings, group trainings, and school trainings on Behavioral topics
•
Supervise bachelor and graduate level interns and provide training as required
•
Conduct initial assessments for new clients and create a treatment plan based on client needs
Gateway Community Services
Jacksonville, FL
Primary Counselor, Adolescent Boys
May 2011 – Dec 2012
•
Facilitated psycho educational drug and alcohol classes and alternative forms of therapy
•
Promoted a community service driven initiative to increase advocacy and community involvement
•
Assist clients in locating aftercare opportunities such as employment, internships, and volunteer opportunities
•
Provided individual and group counseling based on client’s individualized treatment plan
Graduate Counseling Intern, Department of Juvenile Justice Evaluator
Jan 2012 – Apr 2012
•
Conducted interviews, evaluations, and assessments of DJJ Level III Sexual Offenders
•
Made treatment recommendations for youths with mental health, legal, and behavioral issues
•
Participated in case conceptualization and report drafting
Department of Children and Families
Jacksonville, FL
Child Protective Investigator
Feb 2008 – May 2011
•
Conducted detailed investigations to determine if abuse, abandonment, or neglect had occurred
•
Served on two specialized investigation units focusing on Sexual Abuse & Substance Abuse
•
Awarded certificate of achievement in District 4 for Unit Team Work
Mental Health Resource Center
Jacksonville, FL
Adult Case Manager
Aug 2007 – Feb 2008
•
Provided monthly mental health assessments for a case load of 30 clients
•
Linked clients with community services such as medical care, day treatment, and social outings
•
Conducted monthly home visits to ensure client wellness and medication compliance
Community Services Group
Williamsport, PA
Therapeutic Support Staff: Mental Health & Autism, Enhanced Treatment Center for Children
Apr 2007 – Aug 2007
•
Provided behavior therapy to children with behavioral, emotional, and psychological disorders
•
Collaborated with teachers, guidance counseling staff, mental health personnel, and families to provide
appropriate in class support services.
•
Coordinated and facilitated therapeutic summer camp activities for Behavior Therapy Day Camp
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Primary Advisor – Adult Mental Health
Apr 2005 – Aug 2007
•
Provided behavior therapy to children with behavioral, emotional, and psychological disorders
•
Collaborated with teachers, guidance counseling staff, mental health personnel, and families to provide
appropriate in class support services.
•
Coordinated and facilitated therapeutic summer camp activities for Behavior Therapy Day Camp

TRAININGS & CERTIFICATIONS
•

CPI Certification, 2016

•

CPR/First Aid Certification, 2015

•

MANDT Certified, 2015

•
•
•

University of North Florida MIND Your Health Conference, 2012
QPR Suicide Prevention Training, 2011
Psychodrama: An Expressive Therapy Training, 2011

•

Psych K, 3-Day Training, 2011

•

Substance Abuse and Trauma Training, 2012

•

Domestic Violence Training, 2012

•

Working towards Certification as a Board Certified Behavior Analyst

CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS, PUBLICATIONS, & RESEARCH
•

Ale, J.L., Romero, R. (2017). Crippin’ Towards Change: Crip Theory Model of Analysis (Working
Title). Pending Publication.

•

Ale, J. L (2016, Nov). Breaking Through Unconscious Biases of People with Disabilities.
Presenter at the 4th Annual Hiring Abilities Employment Symposium and Job Fair, hosted by The City of
Jacksonville & Florida Blue, Jacksonville, FL.

•

Ale, J.L. (2016, July). Utilizing Appreciative Inquiry in Transition Coaching for Adults with
Autism Spectrum Disorder in Post-Secondary Education. Presenter at the 47th Annual Autism
Society National Conference, New Orleans, LA.

•

Ale, J. L. (2016). Integration of Ethnicity and Spirituality in Counseling Individuals with
Disabilities. Speaker & Panelist at Race & Ethnicity in Spiritual & Psychological Counseling Symposium,
hosted Baptist Health and Jacksonville University, Jacksonville, FL.

•

Ale, J. L. (2016, Jan). Charting Your Planned Happenstance: A success tool for clients. Author
for Personal Development Resources, a continuing education company.

•

Ale, J.L., Castanos, M., Rowe, T., & (2013, Nov). THRIVING to Success: College Transition Program
for Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Presenter at the Annual National Transitions
Conference, Williamsburg, VA

•

Ale, J.L., Castanos, M., Rowe, T., & (2012, Sept). Project THRIVE: Transition to Health, Resources,
Independence, Viable careers, and Education. Exhibitor at the Florida Association of Behavior
Analysis, Jacksonville, FL
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•

Ale, J.L. (2012, Aug). Project THRIVE: Transition to Health, Resources, Independence, Viable
careers, and Education. Presented at the Annual Educational Conference of the Florida Public Health
Association, Orlando, FL

•

Group Facilitator, Metrotown Institute Diversity Training Program, Jacksonville, FL

•

Ale, J.L. (2011, July). The efficacy of integrative brief therapy following dependency court
reunification. Poster presented at the Second Annual Public Health Symposium, Jacksonville, FL

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT AND VOLUNTEER WORK
Beaches Habitat for Humanity, Building and Construction Volunteer
University of North Florida, Volunteer Internship Supervisor Psychology & Sociology Bachelors Interns,
University of North Florida, Volunteer Mentor for Doctoral Students in Ed leadership Program
Jacksonville University, Volunteer Mentor for Clinical Mental Health Counseling Students
Jacksonville Public Education Fund, Volunteer for Annual Conference
Give An Hour, Volunteer Clinician for Military Veterans

